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Ethnic minority female physical education (PE) teachers who work in 
predominantly white schools may face multiple forms of marginalization and oppression 
due to the embodiment of a racialized and gendered identity which is positioned as 
“other” within PE contexts. A significant gap exists between diversifying teacher and 
student populations, thus warranting an examination of how sociocultural factors impact 
a teacher’s identity. Purpose: To explore how race and gender intersect in the embodied 
identities of ethnic minority female PE teachers in predominantly white schools in the 
United States. Methods: This study used narrative and visual research methods from a 
constructivist paradigmatic lens and followed guidelines for narrative-based, semi-
structured, and conversational interviews coupled with photo elicitation.  Results: The 
pilot study demonstrated how participants often felt isolated and uncomfortable in their 




validate their embodied identities. The full study indicated that participants enacted 
colorblind discourses in order to assimilate into their school settings yet also experienced 
internal conflict over their super-visibility as minority members within white majoritarian 
schools. Finally, the full study illustrated participants’ self-affirming strategies and 
resilience in working for social justice within their predominantly white school contexts, 
and how notions of transformational resistance sustained their commitment to furthering 
the field of PE towards more inclusive and critical pedagogies. Discussion: This research 
demonstrated how schools are often sites of continued racialized marginalization for 
ethnic minority community members and served as an important reminder that future 
research should avoid enacting a “deficit” or “savior” position when examining issues of 
racial inequality. Instead, it is imperative that scholarship in the field employ an agentic 
perspective which recognizes the autonomy of its subjects in reframing their experiences 
towards empowerment. The agency of “othered” school community members should be 
centered within the notion of schools as sites of marginalizing pedagogies for research 
that aims to destabilize dominant discourses and disrupt the resulting oppression 
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Ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white schools 
may face multiple forms of marginalization and oppression due to the embodiment of a 
racialized and gendered identity which is positioned as “other” within PE contexts 
(Burden, Harrison, & Hodge, 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2011). There is a significant gap in 
the trends between diversifying teacher and student populations, thus warranting an 
examination of how sociocultural factors impact a teacher’s identity in order to create 
more inclusive and equitable schools (Azzarito, Macdonald, Dagkas, & Fisette, 2017; 
Flintoff, 2014). A culture of whiteness within homogenous schools, disseminated through 
public policy and the prevalence of predominantly white teachers and administrators, is 
problematic since ethnic minority female PE teachers may experience discrimination 
based on their embodiment of racialized and gendered identities (Flintoff, 2015; Ladson-
Billings, 1998; Simon & Azzarito, 2017).  
Current data indicate that while student diversity populations are expanding 
rapidly, teacher diversity populations are stagnant (Columna, Foley, & Lytle, 2010; Culp, 
Chepyator-Thomson, & Hsu, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 
2015).  Ethnic minority students now comprise over 35% of the United States’ student 
population and are expected to make up at least 50% by the year 2050, yet the vast 
majority of teachers in the United States are white, middle class, and female (Douglas & 
Halas, 2013; Flintoff, 2015; Harrison, Carson, & Burden, 2010; NCES, 2015; Turner, 





(Amos, 2016; Hrabowski & Sanders, 2015). School segregation has increased over the 
past few decades and the number of schools who reported a vast majority of their student 
populations as ethnic minority and low socioeconomic status has more than doubled in 
that time period (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2016). The lack of shared 
cultural competency between ethnic minority and white educational community members 
has the potential to result in cultural disconnects which position ethnic minority teachers, 
students and administrators as “outsiders” (Burden et al., 2005; Farinde, Leblanc, & 
Otten, 2015; Harrison et al., 2010). 
The predominantly white general teaching population in the United States (NCES, 
2015) is also reflected in Physical Education (PE) and Physical Education Teacher 
Education (PETE). While minimal concrete data exist on the number of ethnic minority 
PE teachers in the United States, the ethnic minority PETE student population (aka future 
PE teachers) is very low (Melville & Hammermeister, 2006).  In 2005, Melville and 
Hammermeister (2006) reported that only 17% of PETE students identified as ethnic 
minority, which is not reflective of the general population ratio, and PETE programs 
awarded less than 6% of doctoral degrees in PE and kinesiology to African-American 
students (Snyder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009). The lack of representation of ethnic 
minority PETE students has been consistent for decades in spite of initiative attempts to 
diversify, such as the diversity provisions from the National Council for Accreditation of 
Teacher Education (Burden, Hodge, O’Bryant, & Harrison, 2004; Crase & Walker, 1988; 
Turner, 2007). 
Currently, ethnic minority faculty are vastly underrepresented in PETE programs 





Historically Black Colleges and Universities (HBCU), none of which have doctoral 
programs in PETE (Ayers & Housner, 2008; Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). There is also a 
disproportionately high number of ethnic minority faculty filling adjunct or part-time 
positions, thus limiting career options for advancement (Burden et al., 2005). 
Furthermore, outside of the United States, over 94% of PETE faculty are white in Canada 
(Douglas & Halas, 2013), and in the United Kingdom, ethnic minority PETE students 
make up less than 3% of the PETE population (Flintoff, 2014). Overall, it is clear that in 
spite of an increase in ethnic minority students in the United States, there is a severe 
shortage of ethnic minority representation as educators in PETE and PE (Choi & 
Chepyator-Thomson, 2011; Culp et al., 2009; Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). 
Considering the current statistics, some scholars have suggested that the 
significant lack of diversity within both the general teaching population and PE reflects 
“historical, political, and institutional racialized oppression and inequality” (Burden et al., 
2004; Burden et al., 2005; Douglas & Halas, 2013, p. 471). Flintoff  (2015) writes that 
most pre-service PE teachers are “young, able-bodied…and white– characteristics that 
have shifted little over time and are remarkable for their similarities across different 
(Western) countries,” (p. 205) which can lead to an “othering” of ethnic minority teachers 
due to a homogenous PE teacher population. The positioning of ethnic minority teachers 
as outside the majoritarian norm of their schools may result in these teachers 
experiencing discrimination, which can negatively impact their teaching experiences 
(Kohli & Pizarro, 2016; Pajares, 1992; Simon & Azzarito, 2017). Enduring underlying or 
explicit racism is highly stressful and requires a range of coping mechanisms, thus 





educators and resulting emotional trauma or scars (Carter, 2007; Davis, Vakalahi, & 
Scales, 2015; Gay, 2010).  While research on the experiences of ethnic minority PE 
teachers in school contexts is absent, ethnic minority PETE faculty often report feeling 
“different,” marginalized, unsupported, notice a “chilly climate,” and struggle to 
negotiate the dominant school culture they feel they do not belong (Burden et al., 2005; 
Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). What is missing from the literature is an understanding of how 
PE teachers’ (vs PETE faculty or PE students) experiences of teaching shape their 
embodied identities, particularly from a racialized and gendered perspective. 
Literature in the field indicates that many teachers, teacher-educators, and school 
cultures are “colorblind,” or unaware of racial inequality within educational contexts; 
thus, these issues are either ignored or overlooked in both school and teacher training 
curricula (Flintoff & Dowling, 2017; Flintoff, Dowling, & Fitzgerald, 2015; Harrison & 
Clark, 2016; Levine-Rasky, 2000a, 2000b). The lack of recognition of racial inequality 
within education then implicitly reproduces “white privilege pedagogy” (Levine-Rasky, 
2000a, p. 274) through the representation of white experiences and knowledge as 
“universal.” White privilege pedagogy stems from the colorblind attitude of many 
teachers, in which they are oblivious or unconscious of their “fears, stereotypical beliefs, 
or ignorance” in recognizing or accepting cultural diversity (Burden et al., 2004, p. 175). 
Colorblind practices “draw on notions of meritocracy and equal treatment but fail to 
address the impact of structural inequalities of racism for educational experiences” 
(Flintoff et al., 2015, p. 3).  Teaching from a colorblind or meritocratic perspective is 
problematic because it denies or minimizes the oppressive and discriminatory 





as “normal” (Azzarito & Simon, 2016; Flintoff, 2015). By reducing issues of racial 
inequality to simplistic notions of  merely “looking past color,” colorblindness becomes a 
“polite language” of race and the use of “soft, safe codes of multiculturalism and 
diversity” prevent the PE and PETE community from critically examining the taken-for-
granted practices and discourses about race, racism and whiteness (Flintoff et al., 2015. p. 
565).  
It is important to diversify the PE teacher population in order to positively impact 
the experiences of ethnic minority PE teachers and students within a range of educational 
communities and contexts (Burden et al., 2005; Choi & Chepyator-Thomson, 2011; 
Tatum, 2017). Greater numbers of ethnic minority PE teachers would be beneficial 
because “low representation endangers [their] success” (Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). The 
increased presence of ethnic minority teachers in schools has the potential to afford more 
success for all ethnic minority school community members because these teachers often 
have “cultural experiences and knowledge that allow them to act as cultural translators 
and understand cultural codes that enhance communication and understanding” (Harrison 
et al., 2010, p. 187). Cultural competency can be defined as “the ability to understand and 
relate to the uniqueness of each individual in light of diverse cultures” (Choi & 
Chepyator-Thomson, 2011). Harrison et al. (2010) found that ethnic minority PE teachers 
demonstrated higher cultural competency levels than their white counterparts due, in part, 
to the lived experiences that allowed ethnic minority teachers to have greater 
understanding and empathy for the perspective of other potentially marginalized 





When schools lack a significant ethnic minority population, the dominant and 
pervasive culture of whiteness becomes problematic because ethnic minority teachers 
may experience both blatant gestures of racism and prejudice and also (and more likely) 
subtle and hidden microaggressions (Azzarito, Simon, & Marttinen, 2017; Gillborn, 
2006). If ethnic minority teachers experience disconnected cultural codes from the rest of 
their white educational communities that disrupt and prevent communication or 
understanding the other’s lived experience, this can result in professional penalties, 
marginalization, and isolation for these ethnic minority teachers (Burden et al., 2005; 
Douglas & Halas, 2013; hooks, 1986; Simon & Azzarito, 2017). This is particularly 
important when considering the multiple forms of discrimination ethnic minority female 
PE teachers may face – racism as well as sexism – in predominantly white school 
contexts. Thus, it is important to recognize the ways in which both race and gender 
intersect in the embodied identity of ethnic minority female PE teachers due to the 
possibility of multiple forms of de-legitimization and marginalization. 
The various means in which female teachers construct their identities and 
negotiate educational communities relate specifically to societal rhetoric regarding 
femininity and women’s roles as educators, which is particularly relevant in school PE. 
Pascoe (2012) writes that “schools play a part in structuring…selves through the setting 
up of institutional gender orders…including relations of power, labor, emotion and 
symbolism” (p. 18). Listening to female teachers’ views, experiences, and negotiations of 
inequity institutionalized within school contexts provides a method of acknowledging 
these forms of oppression as well as working towards social change (Munro, 1998). By 





reflection of racialized and gendered embodied selves, traditional gender order and norms 







This research study is informed by three theoretical perspectives in order to 
explore the embodied identities of ethnic minority female teacher participants of this 
study: (a) feminist poststructuralism; (b) critical race theory (CRT); and (c) teacher 
socialization. Feminist poststructuralist theory provides a means for women to disrupt or 
resist hegemonic norms and negotiate a place for themselves in their worlds while being 
recognized as equal, contributing citizens of society (Butler, 2003). This theory 
recognizes the need to examine women’s experiences at both the micro and macro levels 
and as embodied subjects that are affected by the larger social institutions and practices 
that structure society (Weedon, 1997).  
CRT argues that social environments such as schools are culturally situated to 
“maintain a white supremacist master script” which positions ethnic minority students as 
“less than” their white counterparts (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 18; Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995). Adopting a CRT perspective is a useful means for negotiating racialized 
discourses and disrupting prejudiced and racist rhetoric that contribute to an inequitable 
system for ethnic minority students and teachers (Ladson-Billings, 1998). CRT scholars 
argue that educators must work from a critical perspective to acknowledge, examine, and 
disrupt notions of racial inequality in order to make the act of “teaching political work 





Teacher socialization theory demonstrates the ways in which a school community 
serves to inform the construction and negotiation of a teacher identity (Lawson, 1986). 
The act of becoming a teacher and acculturating oneself to a school environment is a 
delicate process often influenced by deeply-rooted beliefs held by the individual about 
education and PE that are both socio-cultural and psychological (O’Bryant, O’Sullivan, 
& Raudensky, 2000).  This is particularly relevant if key identity factors such as race and 
gender are outside the majoritarian norm of the school context, such as for ethnic 
minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white schools.  
All three of these theories examine the subjective experience related to the 
intersection of various social factors such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, and 
sexuality, among others, through an individual’s embodied identity. Teacher socialization 
is useful in framing the analysis but lacks an inherently critical perspective which 
functions in allowing the researcher a deeper understanding of how the power relations 
that structure society can be minimized or recognized depending on one’s positionality 
(Munro, 1998). As such, employing both feminist poststructuralist and CRT perspectives 
in conjunction with teacher socialization create opportunities for the researcher to critique 
the deeply rooted discourses and sociological practices informed by racism and sexism 
that operate implicitly but effectively in determining a person’s actions (Weedon, 1997). 
The combination of these three theoretical perspectives enhances the researcher’s ability 
to deconstruct and disrupt discourses of knowledge, or that which is widely accepted and 
assumed to be “true,” and to examine how these discourses are dispersed in relation to 
particular social processes that create “conditions of existence which are both material 





Embedded within much of  the work of feminist poststructuralism and CRT are 
notions of intersectionality, in which various “axes of oppression” meet at different times 
and places (Gillborn, 2015). Intersectionality offers a perspective from which to engage 
with all three theoretical perspectives as the researcher examines how multiple social 
identities are constructed, reproduced, and marginalized from both a gendered and 
racialized perspective, along with multiple other social identifiers (Bowleg, 2008; Flintoff 
& Fitzgerald, 2012; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). This perspective allows the researcher to 
take up, identify, and acknowledge the “complex political struggles [and power 
relations]…that seek to make visible the multiple positionings that constitutes everyday 
life”  (Phoenix & Pattynama, 2006, p. 187). Core tenets of intersectionality include the 
idea that an individual’s social identities are interdependent, multiple, and 
multidimensional; focusing on groups of people from multiple historically oppressed and 
marginalized groups; and recognition that individual experience reflects larger structures 
of disparity (Bowleg, 2012, p. 1268).  
Inherent structural inequalities such as “sexism, racism, and classism divide 
women from one another” (hooks, 1986, p. 137), but intersectionality affords the 
development of an understanding of the “complexities and multidimensional nature of 
oppression,” from which “emerges potential for societal change” (Cole, 2009, p. 568). To 
take up an intersectional perspective means to acknowledge one another’s differences and 
the extent to how they are perceived, in spite of the pervasive dominant discourse of 
“fearing difference” (hooks, 1986, p. 135). Identifying, acknowledging, and 
deconstructing notions of difference within social identifiers, specifically in relation to 





homogenous conceptions of difference…and recognize the complexities of lived 
experience” (Flintoff & Fitzgerald, 2012, p. 21). Ultimately, intersectionality provides a 
reference from which to examine how multiple social categories (e.g. ethnicity, gender, 
socioeconomic status, sexual orientation, among others) intersect at the “micro level of 
individual experience” and, in doing so, reflect “multiple interlocking systems of 
privilege and oppression at the macro, social-structural level (e.g. racism, sexism, 
heterosexism)” (Bowleg, 2012, p. 1267). 
 
 




This research examined the embodied identities of ethnic minority female PE 
teachers located in predominantly white schools. For the purpose of this study, 
predominantly white schools were defined as schools in which at least 75% of the 
student, teacher, and administrator population identify as white. It is also important to 
note that this research operated from the position that social factors such as race and 
gender are socially constructed and fluid, rather than static and fixed (Flintoff, 2014). In 
particular, notions of whiteness extend beyond physical features; instead, it is the 
“unthinking assumptions and actions” that most white people enact in their daily lives 
(Gillborn, 2005, p. 486). Additionally, the descriptors “ethnic minority” and “race” can 
also be regarded as only one piece of an individual’s socially constructed and 
intersectional lived identity and therefore not defined by any specific or multiple 





If an educator’s lived experiences and personal values are intertwined with his or 
her teaching practices, curricular decisions, and experiences of teaching, then there is no 
doubt that racialized and gendered identities play a major role in a teacher’s narrative. By 
acknowledging and revealing the embodied identities and lived experiences of ethnic 
minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white contexts, we started to 
identify ways in which PE is informed by dominant discourses of both race and gender, 
and therefore aimed to create a more equitable and inclusive PE experience for all 
community members.  As such, the following research questions were developed to 
frame the study: 
Chapter II- “Singled out because of skin color…”: Ethnic minority female PE teachers’ 
embodied identities in predominantly white school contexts  
1. What are the embodied experiences of ethnic minority female PE teachers who 
teach in predominantly white school contexts? 
2. How does whiteness play a role in shaping ethnic minority teachers’ embodied 
identities in predominantly white school contexts? 
Chapter III- “Putting blinders on”: Ethnic minority female PE teachers’ emotional 
struggle in negotiating their racialized identity in predominantly white school contexts 
1. How do ethnic minority female PE teacher make sense of their identity in 
relation to race within a predominantly white school context? 
2. How do ethnic minority female PE teachers negotiate racial inequalities in their 
daily lives within predominantly white school contexts? 
Chapter IV- “Confident in my skin”: Ethnic minority female PE teachers’ self-affirming 





1. How do ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white 
schools enact transformational resistance as a means of empowerment and disruption of 
whiteness? 
2. How do ethnic minority participants within predominantly white schools create 





In a qualitative research study, the researcher must be conscious of his or her own 
biases, values, and experiences as these things heavily impact our interpretation and 
enactment of the project (Creswell, 2013). In order to explore the diverse, complex and 
fluid nature of social identity (Flintoff, 2014), all elements of an individual’s story, both 
at the macro and micro levels, must be examined. Therefore, this project really started 
with my own stories. In an effort to insert myself into the research in an open and 
forthright manner, I first present my position within the world in order to better unpack 
my own biases and presuppositions before starting the project. I am a doctoral student at 
a prestigious university located in a major urban metropolis in the northeastern United 
States. I was also a PE teacher at an independent school similar to the ones where the 
participants work for the past nine years before taking on a new position as a teacher-
educator.  
Data analysis in this kind of visual narrative inquiry must pay specific attention to 
dialogical interpretation of the results (Gubrium & Holstein, 2009). As Frank (2010) 





project, the sharing of the results, and what is excluded. In order to engage in a dialogical 
narrative analysis, I have paid attention to any omissions, both by the participant and 
myself, as these stories may establish “enacting silences” (Frank, 2010, p. 80), or facts 
that are assumed as true based on the silence surrounding them. Therefore, I recognized 
both my insider and outsider perspectives as a woman interviewing other woman but also 
as a white woman interviewing ethnic minority participants (Bhopal, 2001; Sin, 1997). 
As I analyzed the participants’ stories, I acknowledged that I do not know their “whole 
story” and that interpretation is a matter of seeing all the “variations and possibilities 
inherent” within each story (Frank, 2010, p. 104). 
I have attempted to recognize my privileged identity as both white and from an 
upper-middle class socioeconomic status throughout this study. I was conscious of the 
racial discrepancy and potential power imbalances that could have arisen from this 
project, just by being a white woman working with ethnic minority participants (Carter, 
2004). Bhopal (2001) writes that in “researching women’s lives, gender congruity is not 
enough to overcome ethnic incongruity within the interview process” (p. 280). I 
recognized that participants have both autonomy and respect in their educational 
communities and was mindful to acknowledge their own agency and strength as ethnic 
minority female PE teachers and administrators. I actively worked to avoid reproducing 
race and ethnicities as isolated, uniform and fixed categories (Flintoff & Webb, 2012).  
I acknowledge here that perhaps there was some level of inequality that I was not 
able to mitigate since it is possible that in the minds of the participants, I came from a 
position of authority as the researcher. Gauntlett and Holzwarth (2006) note that concerns 





inquiry is not an inherently equalizing methodology. I recognize that the research 
methodologies, as empowering as I intended them to be, may not have, in actuality, 
provided an entirely empowering experience for participants as “the political and ethical 
dimensions of [research] do not derive simply from the methods that are employed but 
are a function of the wider social contexts in which the research is conducted, distributed 
and used” (Buckingham, 2009, p. 648). I continue to ponder the question of how can I 
explore racial identities from my own situated perspective that has not shared the 
experience of identifying as an ethnic minority within my professional and educational 
contexts. These are difficult and uncomfortable conversations to have with myself but I 
am expressing them here as a way to recognize the potential for power imbalance and 
address some of the factors and ways I mitigated this issue. I recognize that this research 
is an to attempt to “make things right” within the PE arena; to hopefully open other 
educators’ and administrators’ eyes to the assumptions, discourses, and narratives that 
guide school policies and procedures, that impact teachers’ embodied experiences, and 
that frame our conception of what it means to be an ethnic minority teacher in 







This dissertation presents three manuscripts: Chapter II, Chapter III, and Chapter 
IV. Chapter II is the pilot study, which was accepted and published by the journal Sport, 
Education and Society in May 2017. The pilot study set the groundwork for determining 





well as allowed the researcher to gain experience and insight with the methods. Chapter 
III and Chapter IV present two complimentary manuscripts from the full research study. 
Chapter III aimed to identify how whiteness informed participants’ sense of self. Chapter 
IV analyzed how participants were able to reframe their racialized and gendered 
embodied identities towards a sense of empowerment by working for social change 
within their school contexts.  Each chapter is written in the format of a journal article and 
includes its own abstract, introduction, methods, results, conclusion, and references. 
Following a collective conclusion, which examines the overarching implications for the 
results of all three manuscripts, are the appendices. Appendix A consists of approved 
Institutional Review Board documents, including the Informed Consent and Participants 
Rights, as well as a copy of the Institutional Review Board approval letter. Appendix B 
presents the scripts used for participant recruitment. Appendix C provides a sample of the 
data coding and analysis procedures. Appendix D are the IRB-approved interview 
protocols used to collect the data for these studies. Appendix E presents a review of 
current literature on the topic. Appendix F provides the manuscript acceptance letter from 
the editor of Sport, Education and Society for the pilot study manuscript. Appendix G 
highlights the primary researcher’s scholarly recognition as the 2016 American Education 
Research Association (AERA) Research on Learning and Instruction in Physical 
Education SIG Lawrence F. Locke Graduate Student Award recipient. Appendix H 
consists of feedback on the primary researcher’s accepted submission for a paper session 
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“SINGLED OUT BECAUSE OF SKIN COLOR…”: ETHNIC MINORITY FEMALE 







There is a significant lack of diversity within the teaching population nationwide 
that reflects historical, political, and institutional racialized inequality. In the context of 
physical education, ethnic minority teachers often report feeling “different,” 
marginalized, and struggle to negotiate the dominant school culture they feel they do not 
belong to. Purpose: To explore how race and gender intersect in the lived experiences of 
ethnic minority female PE teachers in predominantly white schools in the United States. 
Methods: This study used narrative and visual research methods. Results: Participants 
often felt isolated and uncomfortable in their educational contexts, actively seeking out 
other ethnic minorities to make meaningful connections and validate their lived 
experiences. Discussion: The intersection of race and gender in participants’ embodied 
identities reflects sexist and racist systems in which white privilege is positioned as 
normal or universal.  PE and PE teacher education programs must actively work to 
disrupt and destabilize these norms. 
 
                                                          












Current trends indicate that ethnic minority student populations in the United 
States are rapidly expanding but teacher populations are not (Columna, Foley, & Lytle, 
2010; Culp, Chepyator-Thomson, & Hsu, 2009; Hodge & Stroot, 1997).  Ethnic minority 
students now comprise 35% of the United States’ student population and are expected to 
be over 50% by 2050 (National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). Teacher 
populations in education and physical education (PE) continue to be homogenous, as 
white, middle-class females make up the vast majority of today’s teaching force 
(Harrison, Carson, & Burden, 2010; NCES, 2015). Flintoff  (2015) suggests that most 
pre-service PE teachers are “young, able-bodied,…and white, characteristics that…are 
remarkable for their similarities across different (Western) countries” (p. 205). For 
example, both Canada’s and the United Kingdom’s PE programs are also homogenous in 
population (Douglas & Halas, 2013; Flintoff, 2014). 
It is important to consider these figures further to understand how, within PE, 
whiteness is normalized and ethnic minorities are marginalized. PE and Physical 
Education Teacher Education (PETE) should be examined in order to identify how 
teacher populations can diversify and become culturally responsive to create a space 
where all members are included (Harrison & Belcher, 2006). Additionally, PE has 
traditionally prioritized a culture of masculinity, which often risks disengaging female 
community members (Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006). Examining how race and 
gender intersect within an individual’s embodied experience can provide significant 





(Flintoff, 2014). In this case, we are interested in how race and gender are interwoven 
into ethnic minority female PE teachers’ everyday lives and teaching identities in the 
United States. Therefore, this study aims to address the following research questions:  
1. What are the embodied experiences of ethnic minority female PE teachers who 
teach in predominantly white school contexts? 
2. How does whiteness play a role in shaping ethnic minority teachers’ embodied 






In this qualitative study, the researchers used feminist poststructuralism, Critical 
Race Theory (CRT), and intersectionality as theoretical resources in order to understand 
how the social construction of race and gender influences ethnic minority female 
teachers’ embodiment. Feminist poststructuralism is a useful perspective from which to 
examine teachers’ construction of meaning-making as specified by cultural discourses of 
femininity (Weedon, 1997). This is because feminist poststructuralism validates women’s 
experiences at the individual level while linking them to broader social issues of 
inequality (Munro, 1998).  Additionally, feminist poststructuralism recognizes that when 
women’s experiences do not reflect dominant hegemonic discourses of patriarchal power, 
they are often discredited and ignored (Weedon, 1997). Another important element is 
conscious-raising, as this provides a platform for women to recognize that the inequality 





discourses that maintain traditional gender norms and rules (Nicholson, 1990; Weedon, 
1997).   
Teachers’ embodied identities are not only gendered, but racialized, (dis)abled, 
and classed (among others) through cultural, institutional, and material experiences that 
inform teaching practices and bodily behaviors (Webb & Quennerstedt, 2010). As such, 
notions of intersectionality offer a theoretical perspective on identity construction and 
how distinctive social power relations mutually construct each other (Bowleg, 2008, p. 
313; Valentine, 2007). This perspective provides a reference from which to examine how 
multiple social categories intersect at the “micro-level of individual experience” and, in 
doing so, reflect “multiple interlocking systems of privilege and oppression at the macro, 
social-structural level” (Bowleg, 2012, p. 1267). Intersectionality is an appropriate 
perspective to examine the lived experiences of those who represent more than one 
historically oppressed population since “individuals differentially negotiate multiple and 
complex layers of identity” (Dagkas, 2016, p. 227).  
Intersectionality is a valuable component of CRT as we seek to understand how 
racialized lived experiences are “shaped by processes that reflect…other dimensions of 
identity and social structure” (Gillborn, 2015, p. 278). A CRT perspective argues that 
racism is enmeshed within modern society to the point where it is normalized, resulting 
in a lack of access to various political, economic, and educational systems (Gillborn, 
2006; Rogers & Mosley, 2006). CRT provides a useful framework to identify and 
destabilize racial inequality by acknowledging the ways in which marginalized 
populations “challenge and disrupt normative narratives of the dominant group through 





The application of CRT within education has evolved into a significant body of 
work on Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP), which centers “the experiential knowledge 
of [ethnic minorities] as a means of better combating race inequality in education” 
(Gillborn, Rollock, Vincent, & Ball, 2012, p. 125). From this perspective, whiteness 
operates in powerful ways through the norms and practices of educational institutions as 
mostly invisible positions of “objectivity” or “color-blindness” that serve to “other” 
ethnic minority experiences (Douglas & Halas, 2013; Hylton, 2005, p. 85). This 
reinforces deeply-rooted racial prejudices that continue to be reproduced through tacit 
compliance of educational policy and school environments (Azzarito, 2009; Gillborn, 
2005, 2006).  
Drawing from CRT and feminist poststructuralism, the intersectionality of race 
and gender has a complex influence on embodiments and practices that lead to the 
marginalization of females and/or ethnic minorities (Douglas & Halas, 2013; Rollock, 
2007). The act of becoming a teacher and acculturating oneself to a school environment 
is a complex process often influenced by deeply-rooted socio-cultural beliefs (O’Bryant, 
O’Sullivan, & Raudensky, 2000). As such, examining dominant ideologies of gender and 
race becomes vital to understanding the fluidity and interconnectedness of a teacher’s 
identity. This is especially important considering that to date, there is very little research 
on the ways in which the intersection of race and gender impact teachers’ identities, 















The vast majority of teachers in the United States are white, middle-class, and 
female (Ladson-Billings, 2001).  The lack of ethnic minority teachers in schools is 
problematic when considered alongside the prevalence of a Eurocentric curriculum which 
‘‘ ‘other[s]’ the idea of ethnicity” (Gillborn, 2005; p. 487; Ladson-Billings, 2011). Ethnic 
minority teachers may experience racial discrimination in predominantly white schools, 
or schools in which the student, teacher, and administrator population is at least 75% 
white, and this can have a negative impact on their teaching experiences (Pajares, 1992). 
For example, ethnic minority PE  faculty who work in predominantly white institutions 
often report feeling marginalized and struggle to negotiate the dominant school culture 
they feel they do not belong (Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). Given that enduring racism is 
highly stressful and requires a range of coping mechanisms for teachers, it is vital for 
school community dynamics to reflect ethnic cultural knowledge in order to be inclusive 
for all community members (Flory & McCaughtry, 2011; Gay, 2010). 
PE and PETE programs typically facilitate a color-blind approach as issues of 
racialized inequality are ignored within schools, thus reproducing “white privilege 
pedagogy” through the representation of white experiences as “universal” (Flintoff, 
Dowling, & Fitzgerald, 2014; Levine-Rasky, 2000). Representing ethnic minority 
teachers in schools is important because these teachers often have “experiences and 
knowledge that allow them to act as cultural translators and understand cultural codes” 
(Harrison et al., 2010, p. 187). However, the cultural capital, or forms of cultural 





legitimacy within formally sanctioned spaces” as compared to white social and cultural 
capital (Rollock, 2007, p. 67; Rollock, 2012). 
While limited in number, there have been a few research studies that identify the 
intersected ways in which PE and PETE are both racialized and gendered (Flintoff, 2014; 
2015). Flintoff (2015) explored how ethnic minority PETE students struggled to find a 
place they felt accepted within their predominantly white teacher-training programs. 
Flintoff (2014) examined the personal narratives of ethnic minority female PETE 
students, demonstrating how professional identities are inextricably linked to personal 
ones through social constructs such as race and gender. These studies revealed how social 
discourses informed students’ understanding of their identity and demonstrate the vital 
importance of continued work on disrupting both color-blindness and gendered norms of 
masculinity that pervade PE and PETE programs. 
  At the intersection of racial inequality, the power negotiations inherent in the 
social construction of gender warrant discussion in order to understand how female 
teachers experience and negotiate inequality issues institutionalized in schools. Pascoe 
(2011) writes that “schools play a part in structuring…selves through the setting up of 
institutional gender orders…including relations of power” (p. 18). The ways in which 
female teachers construct their identities and negotiate power relations within their 
educational communities relate to pervasive societal rhetoric regarding femininity, 
whiteness, and women’s role as educators, which is particularly relevant in school PE.   
Munro (1998) writes:  
     To be a woman is to lack authority, knowledge, and power. To be a teacher is to 
have authority, knowledge, and power. Thus, to be a woman teacher is to… attempt 







Since PE is a space where masculinity is prioritized, it is important to give attention to 
the experiences of female teachers in order to both destabilize discourses of masculinity 
that marginalize female experiences and reconstruct notions of femininity within PE that 
empower female community members (Azzarito et al., 2006). 
 While much of the critical research in PE has focused on “single issues,” there is a 
growing awareness that “identity is best seen as a dynamic, embodied, and relational 
process, only meaningful when contextualized alongside gender, sexuality, class, and 
age” (Flintoff, 2014, p. 351). Identity formation can be defined as the continuing process 
of “negotiating social and cultural contexts as determined by past experiences and 
biographies” (Sirna, Tinning, & Rossi, 2010). Flintoff, Fitzgerald, and Scraton (2008) 
write that examining the “differentiated and heterogeneous lived experiences of women” 
highlights the complex and fluid nature of identities (p. 76). The intersection of race and 
gender connects within the notion of identity, impacting teachers’ embodied experiences 
in school. 
In order to acknowledge that social identities are “mutually constitutive,” 
multiple, and fluid (versus fixed or static), research in PE could remove the additive 
notion of constructing a plurality of social identities (e.g. Ethnic Minority + Female +…) 
that is often found in scholarship on the topic (Bowleg, 2008, p. 312).  An additive 
approach to social identity research positions social factors as ranked in order, separable, 
and represents some as more salient than others (Bowleg, 2008, 2012; Valentine, 2007). 
This perspective can be problematic because single analytic categories have “limited 
explanatory power” and do not provide a lens for interpreting the intersectionality of 





influenced by macro-level social inequity (racism, sexism, heterosexism, etc.) mean that 
examining an individual’s narrative from an additive approach would ignore the 
interactions between these large-scale systems of discrimination and prejudice (Bowleg, 
2008). 
If an educator’s lived experiences and personal values are intertwined with his or 
her teaching practices, curricular decisions, and experiences of teaching, then there is no 
doubt that racial and gendered identities play a major role in a teacher’s narrative. 
Exploring how intersectionality informs ethnic minority female PE teachers’ identities 
could enhance our understanding of how social inequalities impact embodied experience 
(Hylton, 2005; 2009). When the experiences of ethnic minority female PE teachers who 
work in predominantly white contexts are recognized and legitimated, this perspective 
challenges essentialized and homogenized discourses that “construct…difference as 
‘deficit’ or ‘other’” (Flintoff, 2014, p. 350) and shows how race and gender are 







To address the research questions, this study employed a narrative methodology 
with the integration of photo elicitation to gain insight into how ethnic minority female 
PE teachers embodied and negotiated power relations in predominantly white school 
contexts in the United States. Narrative research is characterized by exploring the life of 
an individual through their tales of subjective, lived experience while allowing for the 





shape our identities (Creswell, 2013; Munro, 1998). The researcher and participants 
collaborate in honoring the “interconnected, nested stories in which we live” (p. 22) as 
important sources of knowledge (Clandinin, 2013). Narrative research is useful for this 
study because it provides a space for participants to engage in meaningful acts of 
storytelling, which have the potential to challenge existing norms, include those who may 
be marginalized, and provide counternarratives to discourses of racialized exclusion 
(Farmer-Hinton, Lewis, Patton, & Rivers, 2013). 
This qualitative narrative research also includes the integration of a visual 
approach as a way to enhance the depth and scope of collected stories and to help 
illuminate new understandings and embodied knowledge (Weber, 2008). By recognizing 
participants as active agents within their social worlds rather than passive objects to be 
researched, image-based research can facilitate a greater understanding of the 
complexities of social reality (Weber, 2008). Visual inquiry is useful for this research 
study to examine the lived experiences of a specific group of people as this methodology 
provides a unique avenue for a deeper understanding of a person’s cultural and social 
meanings (Harrison, 2002). The visual representations each participant shared afforded 
deeper, more nuanced understandings of their worlds, and provided the researcher with 
an “inside” look into each teacher’s lived narrative. Hill and Azzarito (2012) describe 
how visual images can function in creating dialogue where the researcher enters the 
participant’s world since visual research methods offer space for reflection and allow 
participants to take time to produce thoughtful data (Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006; 





participants’ experiences and views that enable them to make sense of and more fully 
represent their identities (Packard, 2008).   
There is a significant link between narrative inquiry and visual methodology, as 
both focus on storytelling. Van House et al. (2004) demonstrated the importance of visual 
images in documenting individuals’ social construction of identity and how personal 
photos served to “share, and deepen social experience[s] and relationship[s]” (p. 11). The 
researcher and participants engaged in conversations about these photos to co-create new 
knowledge and enacted a dialogical relationship where the researcher was able to “see” 
the participants’ lives in new ways (Van House et al., 2004). Visual narrative inquiry 
facilitates broad, multifaceted understandings of identity construction and serves as a tool 
to help both the researcher and participant co-construct new meanings of their lived 
experiences, thus providing a means of enacting more nuanced understandings of 
embodied experiences (Prosser & Burke, 2008). 
 
 
Research Setting and Participants 
 
 Participants in this IRB-approved study were three ethnic minority females who 
were employed in predominantly white schools in an urban metropolis in the United 
States. Each of the schools was at least 75% white in student, teacher, and administrator 
populations, and privately run. Tuition at each school is comparable to college tuition 
costs, meaning that the schools attract a population of high socioeconomic status 
students. Participants were located via snowball sampling where the primary researcher 
asked colleagues and professional contacts if they knew anyone who met the participant 





experience in a predominantly white school for at least five years; 2) participants self-
identified as ethnic minority female; 3) participants’ ages ranged from 28 to 39 years old.  
Natacha, Sasha, and Cezelia (pseudonyms) were the participants of this visual 
narrative study. Natacha is 28 years old and the daughter of working-class Haitian 
immigrants. She works as a PE teacher in the city where she has lived all her life. 
Natacha’s educative experiences vary, from the large ethnically-diverse public schools 
she both attended and worked at previously, to the small predominantly white private 
school where she currently works. Sasha is 39 years old and has taught for 11 years in a 
wide variety of educational contexts, including urban, rural, private, and public. Sasha 
described her family as middle class and identifies as a “true” black American since her 
family’s heritage includes both southern and indigenous roots that extend back for many 
generations. Cezelia is 35 years old, a highly skilled basketball player turned PE teacher 
and coach of 10 years, and identifies as black. She is originally from the southern United 





 Data were collected through three in-depth conversational interviews with each 
participant (Creswell, 2013). The first interview protocol was designed to gather 
information into participants’ prior experiences and philosophical views on teaching. 
Before the second interview, the primary researcher asked each participant to create a 
visual representation of their identity as PE teachers through any means they wished 
(photographs, videos, artwork, etc.). The second interview used photo elicitation to 





research technique to probe participants’ identity narratives (Pink, 2013; Prosser & 
Burke, 2008). The inclusion of visual imagery in the interview meant that the viewing 
and discussion of a photograph became a “dynamic process” where “meanings are 
actively constructed” (Schwartz, 1989, p. 120). The primary researcher conducted a third 
interview with each participant to offer an opportunity for the participant to respond to 





The primary researcher organized, and analyzed the data using both inductive and 
deductive analysis methods (Creswell, 2013). The basis for the inductive analysis was 
Creswell’s (2013) suggested method of organizing, reading, and coding the data, then 
interpreting and presenting the data, thereby “building patterns, categories, and themes 
from the ‘bottom up’” (p. 45). We first read the raw data from multiple information 
sources several times and highlighted statements that provided an understanding of how 
participants made sense of their lived experience. Next, we developed “clusters of 
meaning” from these significant statements that emerged as codes, which helped to 
classify and interpret the meanings that underpin the stories (Creswell, 2013, p. 82). From 
these codes, we developed broad themes, or “units of information that consist of several 
codes aggregated to form a common idea” (Creswell, 2013, p. 186). 
The deductive content analysis aimed to understand how the elements from the 
findings refer to the wider cultural context of which they are a part (Rose, 2012). We 
analyzed data collected from the photos provided by the participants by looking for 





The analysis of the photos took into consideration the image’s context of production and 
the image’s reception, or who/what was it created for (Kuhn, 2007).To enhance validity 
and ensure accuracy, the primary researcher’s interpretation emerged from a meticulous 







In the following section, we present the three themes that emerged from the data 
analysis: (a) “Girlie” and “Tomboy”: Embracing and resisting gender stereotypes (b) “I 
thought I was the only one”: A racialized teaching identity   (c) “People like me”: 
Creating cultural connections and a sense of belonging. The results of this study illustrate 
the interconnectedness among and between the multiple identities of ethnic minority 
female PE teachers in predominantly white contexts as participants both enacted and 
resisted discourses and stereotypes relating to gender and race.  
 
“Girlie” and “Tomboy”: Embracing and Resisting Gender Stereotypes 
 
Participants’ construction of a gendered identity was complex and multiple, as 
they challenged gender stereotypes of femininity but also, at times, reinforced gendered 
norms. The teachers’ enactment of fluid gendered identities demonstrates how discourses 
of gender reflect intricate socially-produced norms and practices that are not always 
clearly defined or as taken-for-granted as is commonly assumed (Butler, 2003). First, all 
three participants identified as highly skilled female athletes and participated in physical 





showed them engaged in both physical activity (Figure 1) and sports (Figure 2). Their 
love of physical activity meant they were often labeled as a “tomboy” or “unfeminine” 
(Sasha).  
 
Figure 1. Sasha’s self-representation. Sasha: “This is how I like to look at myself.”  
 
In another example, Natacha reflected on her own PE experiences as a student, saying: 
 
      I remember a lot of girls caring about sweating, and I didn’t care…Other females 
 might have been like, ‘I don’t want to sweat between classes’ but I didn’t think about 
 that because I was so thinking about winning. 
 
Cezelia spoke about how she abandoned her “feminine” dance activities in favor of 
sports: “I was in ballet for four years, and I begged my mom to stop…and she said, 






Figure 2. Cezelia teaching PE. Cezelia: “I always knew I wanted to be a PE teacher…[I] 
find happiness in being active.” 
 
Sasha described herself growing up: “I was a girl who was rough and tough and I was 
called tomboy and I was okay with it.” 
Second, while all three represented themselves as subverting traditional gender 
norms by engaging in physical activity, there were also moments where notions of 
femininity were enacted. The gender identity of the participants was fluid as each one 
maneuvered and negotiated a place for themselves in a (PE) space that is traditionally 
masculine (Azzarito et al., 2006).  For example, in one interview, Sasha described how 
she wanted to play with the boys in her high school PE classes because the boys “had 
skills and the girls didn’t,” equating masculinity with high-skill sporting levels. However, 





Natacha juxtaposed her adolescent sport participation with the fact that she was also on 
her high school dance team, thus engaging in a more traditionally “feminine” physical 
activity. Cezelia mentioned that even though she was very much into playing basketball 
in high school, she was also chosen as one of her school’s Homecoming Princesses, an 
American tradition where students vote their peers onto a “court” for special recognition. 
Participants’ rejection of conforming to gender norms supports the idea that when 
identities are acknowledged and legitimized as complex, and fluid, traditional discourses 
of masculinity and femininity in PE can be disrupted and the gender order destabilized 
(Azzarito et al., 2006). 
When it came to reflecting on gender issues in teaching, participants were not 
universal in their thoughts or even consistent individually. For example, Sasha stated: “I 
feel like people are being extremely sensitive about the whole gender thing. I personally 
am not.” This was in spite of the fact that she had previously talked at length about 
numerous gender equality issues, from her perspective as a PE student and PE teacher. 
Cezelia enacted a “gender-blind” perspective in both her teaching practices and identity 
as a PE teacher, saying that she felt boys and girls were “equal” in PE and that she earned 
“equal respect” as a teacher. She also viewed gender biologically as the product of a 
person’s physical and bodily properties, which resulted in natural differences between 
boys’ and girls’ participation in PE, saying: 
     Girls go through this puberty phase, where they won’t want to sweat. So the 
 participation from females lessens as opposed to the boys who will sweat in their 
 street clothes. 
 
Natacha took another approach to gender issues in her teaching and attempted to disrupt 





more appealing to male students. She shared some videos of her classes, specifically 
pointing out when there were male students participating, and expressed her enjoyment of 
teaching these classes to destabilize gender norms. The ways in which participants 
reflected on multiple notions of gender roles and stereotypes within their PE contexts 
demonstrated participants’ understanding of gender as multi-faceted, and reflected their 
own embodied notions of what it means to be female in a masculine-driven environment 
such as PE.  
Hickey and Fitzclarence (1999) write that individuals “legitimate and rationalize 
[their identities] through a cultural framework that supports dominant narratives” (p. 56), 
which is a useful way of viewing the multiple embodiments of femininity that each 
participant enacted. Dominant narratives historically stem from those who hold power or 
legitimacy within societal and cultural norms (Munro, 1998; Nicholson, 1990). The three 
participants were all consciously aware of the ways in which they disrupted or enacted 
the dominant gender narratives as a means of negotiating specific power relations within 
their school contexts and everyday lives.  The women in this study navigated discourses 
of gender in different ways, both breaking down stereotypes surrounding masculinity and 
gender norms in PE but also at times embracing discourses of feminine norms, as they 
struggled to reconcile the various and fluid aspects of their embodied identities.  
 
 
“I Thought I Was The Only One”: A Racialized Teaching Identity 
 
For all participants, race was both at the forefront of their professional teaching 
identities and significant in their identity work as a minority in their school context. CRT 





are viewed as “other,” and there were instances of this within the participants’ stories 
(Ladson-Billings, 2001). The participants all navigated complex paths of teacher 
socialization as they attempted to become fully participating members of their 
educational communities while learning the values, norms, and expected behaviors of a 
particular institution as part of a minority population (Hodge & Stroot, 1997; Lawson, 
1986). All three participants were hyper-aware of the lack of ethnic minority members at 
the schools where they worked. All mentioned the lack of ethnic minority teachers, 
demonstrating the significant role that race played in their teacher socialization and 
identity formation. For example, Sasha showed photos with other ethnic minority 
students and teachers, saying these photos represented a more diverse school environment 
where she felt included.  
 In another example, Sasha stated that she felt her current school was “only for 
white kids” and that she only felt connected to the other ethnic minority community 
members: 
      I think the [ethnic minority] parents definitely see me as a stable teacher in the 
 community, a favorite,…and now we have [Administrator] who [is] African-
 American, I feel like I can go to her and talk about real issues. 
 
Natacha was distressed to note that a black female PE teacher was “incredibly rare.” She 
felt this was problematic because white female PE teachers would not be able to connect 
to ethnic minority students in the same ways: “I feel like you have a different connection 
with someone when they look like you than you would if they didn’t look like you.” 
Cezelia described her first teaching position at a predominantly white school in the South, 
noting the cultural disconnect and isolation she experienced, saying: “I found out I was 





than a year. So after the second year, I’m like, can I come home?” In another example of 
isolation, she showed a photo of a basketball team she coached where every team 
member was white (Figure 3). 
 
Figure 3. Cezelia’s basketball team. Cezelia: “I have not coached one African-American 
kid in the past year, in softball or basketball.” 
 
All three participants spoke about the ways in which micro-aggressions, or minute 
negative interactions, made them feel isolated and frustrated by the lack of diversity 
within their teaching contexts.  For example, Cezelia explained how other (white) 
teachers would make unsupportive comments on her mentoring ethnic minority students 
by laughing and saying “Oh, you just want [to be her advisor] because she’s black,” thus 
dismissing the connections ethnic minority teachers and students may develop through 





racialized comments but that she didn’t even know who to report it to: “Who would I go 
to? If I say something, am I just being annoying or is this really something I should bring 
attention to?” Racist micro-aggressions such as the examples above demonstrate the ways 
in which a racialized teaching identity played a significant role in their teaching 
experiences.  
Burden, Harrison, and Hodge (2005) write that ethnic minority teachers’ 
experiences are often significantly “different and disconnected from those of the 
dominant culture,” creating a “chilly climate” of marginalization (p. 2). Both Natacha and 
Sasha used the exact same phrase regarding other ethnic minority female PE teachers: “I 
thought I was the only one.” This references both feelings of isolation in being a minority 
population in their educational context but also wondering if other ethnic minority 
teachers were having similar experiences. Natacha stated: “You start to think something’s 
wrong with you or you’re crazy…I don’t know if I can really relate to everybody around 
me.” She spoke of how she sometimes felt alone at her school in spite of receiving an 
“excellence in teaching” award (Figure 4), which demonstrated her position as a well-
respected teacher. Cezelia noted how she was the only black teacher in her division and 
how she rarely supervised black students, as demonstrated in the photo of the basketball 
team she coached (Figure 3).  Sasha described how she felt she was constantly “singled 
out because of skin color and not because of anything else but that.” For example, she 
spoke of having to often answer questions about her ethnic heritage: 
      I’ve had to explain who I am…and then also would look at myself a little 
 differently  now, because I guess this is what they see, whereas before I didn’t see 







Figure 4. Natacha’s award. Natacha: “[This] is for coaches who dedicate a lot of time and 
are really passionate about what they do here…It was a nice recognition.” 
 
Sasha interpreted the questions regarding her racial identity as a strategy of exclusion and 
believed she received this question because others viewed her as “outside the norm.” All 
the participants in this study struggled in their school contexts; they felt positioned by 
other teachers and administrators as the “other” teacher and “different” from the white 
teaching “norm” that was constructed and institutionalized in their schools.   
 
 
“People Like Me”: Creating Cultural Connections and a Sense of Belonging 
 
The third theme that emerged within this study was the importance of teachers 





connections with “people like me” encouraged the participants to feel more comfortable 
in their community.  Connections and community also played a strong role in the images 
participants shared, which  ranged from a “Day in the Life” collection, to places and 
objects that were significant to them, teams they coached, students they taught, and co-
workers they connected with.  
Sasha discussed how she connected with other ethnic minority community 
members in her school, saying: “I was the only African-American teacher for six years 
straight, and [other ethnic minority teachers] were people I felt like I can talk to.” Many 
of the photos she shared featured other ethnic minority community members, 
demonstrating the importance of the relationships she developed with them (Figure 5 and 
Figure 6). Additionally, she shared a photo of a plaque in her school commemorating the 
Civil Rights movement of the 1960s, which reminded her of these connections.  Sasha 
discussed how she felt more included at her previous school, which had a diverse student 
and teacher population: “There was a school that I worked right before here that I truly 
loved. I was well supported by the administrators and the families…[It] was a 
comfortable fit.” 
Natacha discussed how a conference on race and education allowed her to 
recognize that she was not alone in her experiences of marginalization. This helped to 
justify her decision to work in a predominantly white, educational context once she heard 
from the few ethnic minority students enrolled how important their relationships with 
ethnic minority teachers were: 
      I was still feeling like I had more of a purpose when I was at my old school…But 
 there were kids at the conference who spoke about their experience and the fact that 





 Hispanic person, or Asian person, that they could connect with. Because they felt 




Figure 5. Page from Sasha’s professional portfolio. Sasha: “I’ve been on the search for a 
happy place, where I don’t feel like I’m singled out because of who I am.” 
 
 
Figure 6.  Sasha with co-workers. Sasha: “These were closely connected coworkers that I 





Cultural connections promoted engagement and support. For example, Natacha 
described one of her mentors, a Dominican elementary school PE teacher, as significant 
because she felt that she had a “different connection with someone when they look like 
you.” In another example, Cezelia discussed interactions with ethnic minority students 
where she encouraged them to take pride in their cultural capital, saying: “I spend an hour 
in a family conference…just speaking about [how] it’s okay to wear your hair in braids, 
it’s okay to be from [a historically black neighborhood].”  These teachers, who were 
aware of the systematic racial inequality prevalent in their schools, relied on interactions 
with other ethnic minority teachers and students as a means of: “How to cope, how to 
deal, how to be that only person in a room full of people who are not like you [and] still 
keep your strength to be who you are” (Sasha). Sasha’s words summed up the ways in 
which a diversity conference helped her realize the need for support and friendship from 
other ethnic minority teachers: 
      I value it [the conference] because it’s like a breath of fresh air. It’s like the 
 experience of a person being in a room or a building full of people that are not of their 
 culture, then all of a sudden they’re in the room with people of their culture. It’s 
 like…people like me…Whereas, I think that white people don’t usually have that 
 experience…and when they’re in a situation where they’re in a room with people of 
 color and they’re the only ones, it’s like fear sets them. And so imagine that same 
 feeling with someone who has to work in that …And you start to think something’s 
 wrong with you or you’re crazy. But then you go to a conference, you share that with 
 someone else, and…oh yeah, that happens to me too. So you just start to feel a little 
 bit better about yourself and that you’re not going crazy. 
 
Whether participants drew support from or offered support to fellow ethnic minority 
community members within their educational contexts, it was clear that the cultural 












This research study provided insight into the embodiment of a marginalized 
population: ethnic minority female PE teachers. We adopted a critical theoretical 
perspective to examine how ethnic minority female PE teachers viewed their identities 
and negotiated gendered and racialized power relations in predominantly white schools. 
What emerged from the data was a complex and multi-layered portrait of each teacher’s 
identity. Participants shared their lives, their stories, their achievements, and their trials, 
which we then put into context and linked to theoretical perspectives on gender and racial 
inequality. From this set of data and analysis, we start to understand how gender and race 
intersect within a teaching identity. We listened and validated the experiences of a 
specific population that might be considered “outside the norm” of particular educational 
contexts, in this case white schools. By providing a space for ethnic minority female 
teachers to tell the stories of their lived experiences, we begin to break down the 
pervasiveness of white privilege as a universal experience. Drawing from the findings 
reported in this paper, it can be suggested that there is still a significant need to recognize 
that both gender and race play a role in a teacher’s experiences, given the feedback on the 
ways in which a racialized identity was associated with feelings of isolation and 
exclusion. 
There are a number of implications for this study. First, there are some concrete, 
practice-based implications for schools to better support ethnic minority teachers, 
particularly if the school’s teacher and student populations are predominantly white. 





privilege and color blindness inherent within education and demonstrate their support for 
teachers who do this. Examples include providing funds and staffing support for all 
teachers to attend conferences or workshops that address issues of racism within 
education or bring in speakers and hold workshops that specifically provide a space for 
community members to reflect on how racism impacts the school community. Another 
way of centering race within schools is to hire more ethnic minority teachers with the 
explicit intention of continuing conversations about racism and to break down the 
pervasive color-blindness that many schools engage in. Schools need to enact CRP within 
the classroom and the gymnasium; critical PE curricula such as “Sport for Peace” (Ennis, 
1999) and “The Body Curriculum” (Azzarito, Marttinen, Simon, & Markiewicz, 2014) 
are examples of ways in which to make PE a space which resists gendered and racialized 
stereotypes. Additionally, in order for there to be more ethnic minority PE teachers, 
PETE programs need to actively recruit and support ethnic minority students and commit 
to hiring more ethnic minority professors within their departments so that ethnic minority 
PETE students have greater potential mentors who can relate to their racialized lived 
experiences (Burden, Hodge, O’Bryant, & Harrison, 2004). 
Beyond these specific implications for schools, there are a number of theoretical 
implications as well. The ways in which social factors interacted for all three participants 
demonstrates the complexity of lived experience within the umbrella categories of race 
and gender. From a feminist poststructuralist perspective, gender is socially constructed 
and not absolute or essential (Butler, 2003). The participants in this study all moved 
fluidly within numerous gendered identities, from “tomboy” to “girlie,” providing 





homogenous (Munro, 1998; Weedon, 1997). When examining the racialized experiences 
of these female PE teachers, it became clear that race is an integral element of their 
teaching identities (Rollock, 2012). The racialized embodiment of the self functioned to 
shape their daily lived experiences of teaching and highlighted the problematic enactment 
of a colorblind perspective embedded within the schools they worked (Bowleg, 2008; 
Burden et al., 2004). Minute yet pervasive racist interactions served to “other” the 
participants within their educational communities, positioning them as different or 
outsiders (Gillborn et al., 2012; Ladson-Billings, 1995). This weight of feeling 
“different” or an “outsider” proved to be a heavy load to bear at times and the 
repercussions were evident in participants’ racialized, gendered embodiment as ethnic 
minority PE teachers in predominantly white school contexts (Rollock, 2007). As a way 
to reject, or counterstory, these negative interactions, all the participants sought to create 
their own inclusive communities by connecting with other ethnic minority community 
members, even if they were not in their department or even teachers (e.g. facility 
workers) (Gillborn, 2005).   
At the intersection of race and gender, this study evidenced how we can see the 
heterogeneous and fluid nature of each teacher’s embodied identity and also the broad 
ways that sexist and racist discourses contributed to the participants’ experiences of being 
an ethnic minority PE teacher in predominantly white contexts (Flintoff, 2014; 2015).  
Intersectionality can be a platform for justifying the centering of marginalized teacher 
populations within PE programs (Bowleg, 2012; Dagkas, 2016; Flintoff & Fitzgerald, 
2012). This study provided a space for “othered” teachers to share their stories, reflect on 





viewed from both a gendered and racialized lens. When existing social norms and 
rhetoric are disrupted, marginalized teachers gain opportunities to voice and critique 
hegemonic ideals of whiteness and masculinity. From this study, we argue that there is a 
continued need for the examination of the ways in which intersectionality impacts 
teachers’ identity construction so that structural racism and sexism within education are 
dismantled. More research is warranted on this and similar topics in the hopes of 
continuing to develop our understanding of how PE can become a space that is inclusive 
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“PUTTING BLINDERS ON”: ETHNIC MINORITY FEMALE PE TEACHERS’ 
EMOTIONAL STRUGGLE IN NEGOTIATING THEIR RACIALIZED IDENTITY IN 






Ethnic minority female physical education (PE) teachers who work in 
predominantly white schools may face multiple forms of marginalization and oppression 
due to the inherent underlying notions of whiteness which position a racialized identity as 
“other” (Leonardo, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2011). Literature in the field has 
acknowledged that deeply-rooted discourses of whiteness and hegemonic masculinity are 
embedded within the educational system in general and in PE specifically, resulting in the 
“othering” of school community members who fall outside these dominant discourses 
(Simon & Azzarito, 2017; Flintoff & Dowling, 2017).  Purpose: To examine the 
racialized embodied identities of ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in 
predominantly white schools in order to identify how whiteness informs their 
understanding of their sense of self within their educational contexts and identify the 
potential emotional difficulties. Methods: This study used a visual narrative research 
method. Results: The results indicated that participants enacted a colorblind discourse in 
order to assimilate into their school settings but at the same time, experienced tension and 
internal conflict over their hyper-visibility as a minority member within white 





struggle and internal tension of existing with a racialized self-representation in school and 
PE contexts informed by whiteness can have significant long-term effects on ethnic 
minority female PE teachers. PE and PE teacher education must adopt a social justice 
agenda as a means of destabilizing and disrupting whiteness with the hopes of creating 







Ethnic minority female physical education (PE) teachers who work in 
predominantly white schools may face multiple forms of marginalization and oppression 
due to the inherent underlying notions of whiteness which position the embodiment of a 
racialized identity as “other” (Burden, Harrison, & Hodge, 2005; Douglas & Halas, 2013; 
Leonardo, 2009; Ladson-Billings, 2011). There still exists a noticeably low 
representation of ethnic minority PE teachers in the field in spite of specific initiatives to 
address this issue, such as the diversity provisions from the National Council for 
Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) (Burden, Hodge, Crase & Walker, 1988; 
Burden, Hodge, O’Bryant, & Harrison, 2004; Turner, 2007). This is notable because the 
number of ethnic minority students is rising quickly, with over 50% of the United States’ 
student population expected to identify as ethnic minority by the year 2035. Teacher 
populations, on the other hand, still remain over 80% white and are a reflection of the 
dominance of whiteness embedded within the educational system in the US (Columna, 
Foley, & Lytle, 2010; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2015; Leonardo, 





agenda as suggested by recent literature in the field (Azzarito, Macdonald, Dagkas, & 
Fisette, 2017), it is imperative to have a clear understanding of the reasons underpinning 
the scarcity of ethnic minority teachers in PE. Yet there is a significant lack of research 
which seeks to understand the embodied identity of PE teachers who are located on the 
intersecting axes of multiple oppressed social identities (Bowleg, 2012).   
Educational practices and policies in schools and school PE in the United States 
are informed by underlying notions of whiteness, thus positioning white experiences and 
viewpoints as “normal” and “natural” (Gillborn, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; 
Leonardo, 2009; Rogers & Mosley, 2006). As a result, a racialized dichotomy has 
emerged as ethnic minority experiences and viewpoints are constructed as “other” 
(Azzarito, Simon, & Marttinen, 2017; Flintoff & Webb, 2012). This “othering” of ethnic 
minority PE teachers illustrates how whiteness is pervasive yet unnamed as part of a 
racialized hidden curriculum in PE (Prosser, 2007).  In an attempt to disrupt whiteness, 
racialized practices, and inequality institutionalized in schools, this visual narrative 
inquiry aimed to examine the embodied identities of ethnic minority female physical 
education teachers. Using both critical race theory and whiteness studies as theoretical 
frameworks, the specific purpose of this study was to investigate how issues of race 
informed participants’ understanding of themselves within predominantly white school 
contexts,  identifying and discussing the implications of underlying structural systems of 
racism and white supremacy.  
Therefore, this visual narrative inquiry aimed to address the following questions: 
1. How do ethnic minority female PE teacher make sense of their identity in relation 





2. How do ethnic minority female PE teachers negotiate racial inequalities in their 







This qualitative research is framed by critical race theory (CRT) and whiteness 
studies, both of which take up the perspective that whiteness operates in powerful ways 
through the norms, priorities, and practices of societal institutions such as schools 
(Gillborn, 2006; Leonardo, 2009). CRT researchers examine the realities of a racialized 
society and the resulting impact on people and their everyday lives, arguing that “race is 
always present in every social configuring” (Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 10). One central 
premise of this theory is that racist acts are not isolated or unrelated incidents; instead, 
racism reflects institutional and structural inequality and prejudice (Ladson-Billings & 
Tate, 1995). As such, critical race theorists place race at the center of scholarship in order 
to create a more “emancipatory and liberating discourse” committed to working for social 
justice and social change (Hylton, 2009, 2012, p. 82). CRT challenges claims of 
colorblindness and neutrality as a manifestation of “culturally sanctioned beliefs 
which…defend the advantages whites have” and function in preserving white supremacy 
(Gillborn, 2006; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995, p. 55). Thus, a fundamental tenet of this 
theory is to de-stabilize the institutionalized and hidden forms of racism that privilege 
whiteness (Ladson-Billings, 1998). Finally, a CRT framework provides a means of 





subjugation,” in which various “axes of oppression” meet at different times and places 
(Bowleg, 2012; Gillborn, 2015; Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000, p. 63). 
 As an extension of CRT, race scholarship is “witnessing a shift” from focusing 
on the experiences of ethnic minorities towards whiteness studies, or the naming and 
destabilizing of the manifestations of whiteness which are upheld through notions of 
objectivity and meritocracy (Leonardo, 2009, p. 91). Meritocracy is problematic because 
enacting this notion then allows individuals or institutions to “turn a blind eye” to 
structural or systematic racialized inequity within the United States (Leonardo, 2009). 
Deeply-rooted racial prejudice and white supremacy underpin the historical context from 
which stems the notion that whiteness is invisible yet extraordinarily powerful in 
maintaining racialized social power imbalances (Hylton, 2005). Scholars in whiteness 
studies argue that whiteness functions as a means of replicating existing power dynamics 
which deny ethnic minorities equality at the structural level, and is reproduced through 
tacit compliance or intentional actions on the part of “powerholders and policy makers,” 
(Gillborn, 2005, p. 485; 2006; Azzarito, 2009). In particular, “neocolonial practices” and 
continued segregation reproduce systematic inequality within schools and school PE by 
normalizing whiteness to the point where ethnic minority community members are forced 
to view themselves through the lens of whiteness (Azzarito, 2009, p. 184; Azzarito, 
Simon, & Marttinen, 2016; Leonardo, 2009). Thus, the fundamental aim of whiteness 
studies is to disrupt white normativity and problematize whiteness as an “active system of 
domination” (Levine-Rasky, 2000, p. 264).   
 Because this visual narrative investigation examines embodied identity, CRT and 





embodied identities are “shaped by processes that reflect…other dimensions of identity 
and social structure” (Gillborn, 2015, p. 278). Since embodied identity, or the social 
interactions which “form [the] self through language and material practices,” (Wright, 
2000,  p. 38) is enacted in relation to institutional and cultural discourses, CRT and 
whiteness studies afford a means of exploring how race interacts with other social factors 
such as gender, socioeconomic status, sexuality, and (dis)ability, among others (Bowleg, 
2012; Sirna, Tinning, & Rossi, 2010). This intersectional perspective allows the 
researchers to acknowledge an individual’s embodiment of social discourses from which 
it is constructed as a representation of the self within a specific context, along with the 
hopes of destabilizing the hegemonies which constrict and confine this sense of self-
understanding framed by a set of social norms (Azzarito et al., 2016; Wright, 2000). 
Overall, CRT and whiteness studies allow researchers to acknowledge and center 
multiple potentially marginalized identities and experiences, which, given the 
overwhelmingly whiteness within PE and PE teacher education (PETE) programs 
(Flintoff, 2014, 2015), makes this combination an appropriate theoretical lens from which 






Many scholars have illustrated how whiteness is deeply entrenched within the 
educational system in the United States (Gillborn, 2005; Leonardo, 2009;  Ladson-
Billings, 2001; Tatum, 2017). Curricula, pedagogies, and teacher-education often offer 
little more than token acknowledgements of the importance of multicultural education in 





serve a rapidly-diversifying student population (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 1998, 
2001). Statistically, whiteness is over-represented in the general teaching population in 
the US, as more than 80% of teachers are white (NCES, 2015) and 40% of schools report 
having no ethnic minority teachers in their schools (Amos, 2016). These numbers are 
only one example of the many literal and figurative ways in which whiteness informs US 
schools and illustrates the level of segregation which still exists within the education 
system in spite of historical efforts at desegregation (Amos, 2016; Tatum, 2017). The 
current structure and composition of schools evidences “systemic racism…[with] 
profound social cost” as educational spaces are constructed and maintained in such a way 
as to exclude the perspectives and experiences of ethnic minority populations (Columna 
et al., 2010, p. 298).   
As a discipline, PE historically and currently reflects a dominant white hegemony 
and is significantly lacking in both diversity and cultural relevancy (Azzarito, Marttinen, 
Simon, & Markiewicz, 2014; Azzarito, Simon et al., 2017; Flintoff & Dowling, 2017). 
While there is minimal empirical data on the specific number of ethnic minority PE 
teachers in the United States, the ethnic minority PETE student population (aka future PE 
teachers) is very low.  For instance, Melville and Hammermeister (2006) reported that in 
2005 only 17% of PETE students identified as ethnic minority, which is not reflective of 
the general student teacher population, and PETE programs recently awarded less than 
6% of doctoral degrees in PE and kinesiology to African American students (Snyder, 
Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009). Currently, ethnic minority faculty are vastly underrepresented 
in PETE as data demonstrates these programs are over 90% white excluding Historically 





PETE (Ayers & Housner, 2008; Hodge & Wiggins, 2010).  Overall, it is clear that in 
spite of an increase in ethnic minority students in the United States, there is a severe 
shortage of ethnic minority representation in PETE and PE, and dominant discourses of 
whiteness continues to impact ethnic minority teacher populations (Choi & Chepyator-
Thomson, 2011; Culp, Chepyator-Thomson, & Hsu, 2009; Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). 
Literature in the field of school PE has problematized how programs traditionally 
have enacted neutral or colorblind perspectives by arguing that this discourse serves to 
reinforce whiteness as the standard from which community norms are established and 
upheld (Flintoff, 2014, 2015; Flintoff & Dowling, 2017; Harrison & Clark, 2016). 
Notions of colorblindness also typically presume a “polite language [of] soft, safe codes 
[such as] ‘multiculturalism’ and ‘diversity,’” (Flintoff, Dowling, & Fitzgerald, 2015. p. 
565) which prevent the PE community from critiquing and disrupting taken-for-granted 
practices and accepted discourses about race, racism, and whiteness (Flintoff & Dowling, 
2017; Azzarito, Macdonald et al., 2017). Through “silence, invisibility, and 
exclusion…[as well as] embedded and accumulative actions,” racism and whiteness are 
constructed and replicated as whites “overwhelmingly occupy positions from which to 
determine if…and how race matters in physical education programs” (Douglas & Halas, 
2013, p. 471). This lens of colorblindness and lack of critical awareness serves to 
maintain white privilege and deny or minimize the fact that racial and ethnic minority 
community members may experience racism and discrimination via a discourse of 
whiteness within predominantly school contexts.  
The underpinnings of whiteness in education legitimize Eurocentric curricula in 





as “other” (Douglas & Halas, 2013; Flintoff, 2015, 2014; Flintoff & Dowling, 2017; 
Flintoff & Webb, 2012). There is a small body of literature in the field that has focused 
on the socially-constructed experiences of race in PE and how whiteness informs both 
pedagogy and social awareness.  For example, Flintoff and Dowling (2017) examined the 
pedagogy and understandings of race and whiteness of a group of white PE teachers and 
found that the narratives of their participants upheld colorblindness and a notion of a 
racialized “other.” Flintoff (2015) worked with ethnic minority pre-service teachers in 
predominantly white PETE programs, who described their embodied identities as a series 
of racialized self-negotiations in the emotional struggle to find a place where they felt 
accepted and included (Flintoff, 2015). Additionally, Flintoff (2014) explored from an 
intersectional perspective how ethnic minority students negotiated an embodied identity 
within PETE programs in relation to other social categories, such as gender and 
socioeconomic status.  While the research on this topic is limited, the small amount of 
existing literature demonstrates how ethnic minority PE teachers who work in 
predominantly white schools may feel unsupported and marginalized while experiencing 
consistent racialized microaggressions, which can result in professional penalties and 
feeling “singled out because of skin color” (Burden et al., 2005; Flintoff, 2014, 2015; 
Simon & Azzarito, 2017). 
In addition to the lack of shared cultural competency, a dominant culture of 
whiteness may lead ethnic minority teachers to experience both blatant gestures of racism 
as well as subtle and hidden microaggressions, resulting in internal tension and 
psychological trauma by having to constantly negotiate a racialized identity within white 





Flintoff and Webb (2012) noted how many ethnic minority pre-service teachers in their 
research felt both “invisible” and “super visible” by being expected to “talk for” all 
minority groups, but also often chose to shy away from discussing race or racism as a 
way to assimilate or integrate into their educational communities (p. 575). This 
qualitative study, in particular, highlights the internal tension and resulting emotional 
scars ethnic minority teachers may experience when positioned within predominantly 
white school contexts (Carter, 2007; Davis et al., 2015; Simon & Azzarito, 2017).  
It is clear that more research is needed on this topic in order to better understand 
how whiteness operates as the taken-for-granted norm in PE and affords those who 
identify as white the privilege and luxury of avoiding race altogether (Flintoff et al., 
2015).  There is a noticeable gap in the literature that attempts to reach an understanding 
of how ethnic PE teachers’ (vs PETE faculty or PETE students) pedagogical experiences 
shape their embodied identities, particularly from a racialized perspective. Highlighting 
ethnic minority female PE teachers’ experiences sheds light on the limited, singular, and 
inherently white nature of PE and PETE pedagogies, practices, and structures. Listening 
to the shared narrative of those who fall outside the arena of whiteness provides a lens for 
exploring what this means for social justice issues within PE, how notions of power work 
to construct and uphold discourses of whiteness, and how to begin to disrupt these 














This qualitative study utilized a visual narrative methodology in order to “honor 
lived experiences” as important sources of knowledge (Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007, p. 42).  
According to Dyson and Genishi (2005), a qualitative visual narrative approach provides 
a platform for teachers to reflect on their own “life stories” from a critical perspective in 
order to identify how personal experiences have impacted their embodied identity within 
their own lived social realities.  This qualitative visual narrative methodology recognizes 
participants’ counternarratives of dominant discourses as a way to include those who may 
be marginalized, since visual narrative inquiry can be used as a “strategic, cultural tool 
[in] countering prevailing, negative stereotypes,” (Cushing, 2007, p. 160; Farmer-Hinton, 
Lewis, Patton, & Rivers, 2013; Phillion, 2002). Telling a story is not simply a means of 
self-expression; it can be a way of navigating a world that may or may not be familiar or 
welcoming, and negotiating an identity based on enacted narratives (Hylton, 2009). Since 
storytelling is a core tenet of CRT, visual narrative research is therefore an appropriate 
methodological technique for this research. 
Visual narrative inquiry affords the analysis of identity-based politics regarding 
how “the current social or cultural systems treat some [experiences] as legitimate sources 
of knowledge…while relegating others to the narrowly personal” (Mohanty, 1997, p. 63). 
Thus, this qualitative methodology is useful in deconstructing the “stock stories,” or 
grand overarching narratives that are embedded within participants’ individual stories 
which legitimate whiteness as universal or normal within school contexts (Frank, 2010). 





identities by opening up possibilities for individuals to tell stories that do not necessarily 
fit within the prevailing truths of a societal group, providing a space for ethnic minority 
teachers in white schools to reflect on their sense of self in a safe, supportive space 
(Bruner, 2004). When the voices of marginalized populations are heard and their stories 
are recognized and validated, “deficit discourses are shattered and white supremacy is 
uncovered” (Farmer-Hinton et al., 2013, p. 12). 
This qualitative narrative method includes the visual as an important data source 
to research and reveal the visual representation of the participants’ narratives, and thus to 
capture and present the “fullest picture…in the words and perspective of the participants” 
(Keller, Fleury, Perez, Ainsworth, & Vaughan, 2008, p. 429). Since visual narrative 
research is concerned with the “production and interpretation of imagery” as a way to 
“understand the everyday realities of school life” (Prosser, 2007, p. 13), the visual 
narrative approach employed in this study can be useful in examining the experiences of 
those located in the borderlands of school communities such as ethnic minority female 
PE teachers in white schools. Moreover, this methodology utilized a visual narrative 
approach as a way to enhance the depth and scope of the “collected stories” from 
participants and facilitate more nuanced findings (Weber, 2008). Specifically, this 
narrative study adopted a photo-narrative approach to explore and shed light on how 
teachers view, construct, and understand their experiences, thoughts, and emotions 











Research Setting and Participants 
 
Five ethnic minority female PE teachers employed in predominantly white school 
contexts located in an urban metropolis in the northeastern United States participated in 
this visual narrative inquiry. The participant criteria included: participants’ teaching 
experience in a predominantly white school context for at least five years; and  
participants’ self- identification as ethnic minority and female. For the purpose of this 
research study, predominantly white schools were defined as schools in which at least 
75% of the student, teacher, and administrator population identify as white. Participants 
were located via a “snowball” sampling technique where the primary researcher asked 
colleagues and professional contacts if they knew anyone who met the participant 
criteria. This research received IRB approval from the researcher’s affiliated educational 
institution.  
Participants’ ethnicities, experiences, and backgrounds differ significantly 
amongst one another. All names used here are pseudonyms to preserve participant 
anonymity. Kristi identifies as Chinese American and is the Lower School PE Director at 
one of the most elite independent schools in the region, where she has worked for over 35 
years. Erika, a towering Ecuadorian former basketball player, is the Athletic Director and 
PE Director at an expanding, mid-tier, religiously affiliated school. Jade was born in 
Canada but her family comes from the Caribbean, and is the Athletic Director and PE 
Director at a newly-opened international school. Alicia is first-generation Filipino and 
teaches at a small, for-profit, independent school. And finally, Serena, who is African-
American, the youngest of the participants, and the anomaly of the group in that she has 





The reason for her participation is to include her experience and understanding of the 





 Data were collected using a visual narrative research method. The primary 
researcher conducted three interviews with each participant, following guidelines for 
narrative-based, semi-structured, and conversational interviews, coupled with the visual 
method of photo elicitation (Creswell, 2013; Prosser, 2007). The first interview protocol, 
a semi-structured initial interview, was designed to provide general insights into each 
participant’s self-representation of teaching PE and their embodied identities. The second 
interview was a “conversational” interview which followed up on emergent themes from 
the first interview and also employed photo elicitation (Creswell, 2013). Photo elicitation 
is a visual method where images are utilized as part of the interview, which “aids recall 
and triggers unanticipated reactions beyond what could normally be expected from an 
interview” (Prosser, 2007, p. 22). Before the second interview, participants were asked to 
create a visual representation of their identity as PE teachers through any means they 
wished (photos, video, artwork, etc.). The second interview then included a discussion of 
the visual identity work, informed by Pink’s (2007) and Prosser’s (2007) depictions of 
this research method as useful in probing identity narratives. Finally, a third member 
check interview was completed with each participant in order to enhance validity, ensure 
accuracy, and provide a final opportunity for participants to share any additional 
information. The methods for data collection for this study were successfully piloted 









 Both the verbal and visual data were organized and analyzed by the primary 
researcher using inductive and deductive analysis methods. During the data collection, 
the interviews were transcribed verbatim in order to inform the subsequent interview with 
each participant. The basis for the inductive analysis was Creswell’s (2013) suggested 
method of organizing, reading, examining, coding, and finally interpreting, all the data, 
thereby “building patterns and themes from the ‘bottom up’” (p. 45). The transcriptions 
were read multiple times with the accompanying visual images in order to form codes or 
categories that help to describe, classify, and interpret the meanings that underpin the 
stories as well as link the visual data to the verbal narratives accompanying the images. 
The development of codes and classifications then led to groupings of broad themes, or 
“units of information that consist of several codes aggregated to form a common idea” 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 186). The images provided by the participants were used to provide 
more evidence for the verbal stories or potentially provide examples of counternarratives 
or contradictions to the verbal stories. This analysis privileges participants’ verbal and 
visual narratives within CRT and whiteness studies frameworks in order to examine the 
discourses of whiteness located within participants’ personal narratives. 
The deductive content analysis aimed to understand how the elements from the 
findings refer to the wider cultural context of which they are a part (Rose, 2007), and 
examined the data from the theoretical perspectives informing the research. Deductive 
content analysis allows the researcher to sort and interpret particular pieces of data “in 





by intentional social actors in some time and place” (Dyson & Genishi, 2005, p. 82; 
Gilgun, 2005).  In this type of analysis, the visual data served to reinforce, deepen, and 
enhance the connections between participants’ stories and the theoretical constructs 
informing the research (Prosser, 2007). In this way, images and verbal communication 
work in tandem; images become a part of statements and visual communication can 
elaborate verbal arguments (Harper, 2003). In order to enhance validity, data were 
triangulated through several sources, including verbal data, visual data, and written 
researcher reflections. When inductive and deductive analyses are used in conjunction 
within a dialogical framework, participants’ stories, themes, and embodied experiences 
come together to create a new story that provides insight and better understandings of 







Results of this visual narrative study indicate that participants enacted whiteness 
as an adaptive or survival strategy in order “to become white” and align themselves with 
the dominant culture of their schools. However, at the same time, participants 
experienced a conflicted embodied identity as they were immersed in whiteness and 
unable to develop a cohesive sense of self within their workplace. As a result, the ethnic 
minority female PE teacher participants in this study struggled to find a place where they 
could feel included on their own cultural terms. The first section, “Putting blinders on…,” 
demonstrates how participants came to view themselves through the lens of whiteness 





section, “There’s not a whole lot of me floating around…,” shows the tension between the 
participants’ desire to make their cultural ethnic identity disappear in their alignment with 
whiteness on the one hand, and the position of the “other” participants were forced to 
take on by the school, becoming “different” and super-visible as minority teachers within  
white schools, on the other hand. Such contradictory positions were very difficult to 
negotiate by participants, and often resulted in inner conflicts and emotional scars.   
 
 
“Putting Blinders On”: Enacting Discourses of Colorblindness and Whiteness 
 
 Through analysis from an intersectional perspective, what emerged from the data 
were complex manifestations of colonizing practices wherein power dynamics implicitly 
uphold white supremacy and prevent racialized “others” from seeing their subjection to 
universalized white norms, which were reinforced through participants’ actions and 
representations that squarely aligned themselves with whiteness (Azzarito et al., 2016). 
All the participants demonstrated various means and survival strategies of taking up the 
notion of “whiteness” within their schools (Gillborn, 2005; Leonardo, 2009). Enacting 
whiteness can be problematic for a multitude of reasons, one being that whiteness as a 
performative identity requires ethnic minorities to “say goodbye to [their] brown selves” 
(Azzarito et al., 2016; Leonardo, 2009; Matias, 2016; p. 198). In educational contexts, 
this notion of colorblindness serves to uphold white supremacy and white power by 
ignoring the fact that ethnic minorities experience systematic racism (Burden, 2011; 
Levine-Rasky, 2000). Rather, adopting a colorblind perspective of equal or similar 
experiences for all fosters blame onto ethnic minorities as individuals who are either 





order to attain the same achievements as their white counterparts (Amos, 2016; Levine-
Rasky, 2000). Dominant discourses of whiteness, meritocracy, and colorblindness police 
ethnic minority teachers and students, and limit their ability to “trickle into white spaces,” 
thus upholding the centered position and power dynamics of whiteness (Leonardo, 2009, 
p. 98).  The results from this section demonstrate how participants denied their cultural 
identity by “investing” in whiteness, which Leonardo (2009) argues is a particularly 
strong investment since the “most privileged racial identification” is whiteness (p. 92).  
Participants enacted whiteness and attempted to assimilate into their homogenous 
educational communities by espousing colorblind ideals, philosophies, or white identities. 
Colorblindness has been widely critiqued as a misguided attempt at rectifying racial 
inequity, since this notion actually maintains white supremacy and white racial power 
through the absence of recognition of color (Azzarito, 2016; Gillborn, 2006). Yet 
participants firmly and fiercely aligned themselves within this discourse, often focusing 
on how issues of race and racism did not play a role in their teaching experiences. For 
example, Alicia stated, 
      I don’t really identify as Asian… [I am] pretty colorblind… It was never really a   
 big deal to me, like race/nationality/color…I think at this point I’m almost blind to it 
 [issues of race] because I don’t pay attention to those things. Or at least I try not to. 
 [Author’s emphasis] 
 
Similarly, Erika also described herself as colorblind, saying, 
      I forget what color I am sometimes, unless I am duly reminded…I just don’t 
 identify with it…I forget I’m Latin half the time. I’m aware of it but it’s not like, a 
 constant reminder…I’m definitely far removed from it.  
 
In another conversation, Jade described herself as someone who “can just assimilate and 
integrate into any situation, no matter what the culture is.” Kristi openly refuted the 





segregation to departmental cohesion, saying “It was the phys ed people sitting together 
rather than the whites and the blacks.” Discourses of colorblindness, which serve to 
reinforce white domination and ethnic minority subordination, reflect participants’ 
“investment in whiteness” towards elevated and revered norms of whiteness (Leonardo, 
2009). By enacting a colorblind perspective and aligning themselves with the dominant 
white culture of their schools, participants’ embodied identities and self-representation 
actively reflect colonizing practices which disallow or promote the denial of participants 
to “see” their racialized identities while affording them some (but not all) of the 
privileges that are associated with a white identity (Azzarito, Macdonald et al., 2017; 
Azzarito Simon et al., 2017).  
 From an intersectional lens, the notion of “enacting whiteness” presented multiple 
social identities all located within a similar framework of normalized and desired 
whiteness. While all the participants moved towards whiteness, they did so in differing 
ways and for differing reasons that reflected a wide range of intertwining and 
interlocking multiple social identities (Bowleg, 2012). For example, in Erika’s case, both 
her prior socioeconomic status as well as her identity as a lesbian were foregrounded in 
her sense of self, which allowed her to de-prioritize her racialized identity and adopt a 
colorblind perspective as a strategic means of aligning herself towards whiteness 
(Azzarito, 2016; Flintoff et al., 2015; Levine-Rasky, 2000; Morrison, 2008). The 
intersection of multiple, fluid, contradictory, and interlocking identities allow teachers to 
reframe their sense of self in order to be more closely aligned with the dominant 
discourses of a specific school culture (Bowleg, 2012). Approaching participants’ 





(gender/ sexuality/ race/ socioeconomic status, etc.) as inconsistent and contextual, and 
affords the recognition of participants’ multiple interconnecting forms of subjugation and 
subordination (Cole, 2009).  
An intersectional perspective enables a deeper understanding and 
acknowledgement of how “privilege and oppression operate to result in multiple social 
inequalities” (Dagkas, 2016, p. 223). For Erika, growing up in poverty played a formative 
role in her embodied identity as an ethnic minority PE teacher and she expressed her joy 
at having “escaped” a difficult world.  She chose to share a framed newspaper clipping 
(Figure 7) which exulted her basketball talents as a way of demonstrating how her 
athletic ability helped her to achieve upward socioeconomic mobility and move away 
from her family, who strongly disapproved of her sexual orientation. Her ethnicity and 
socioeconomic status intersected as she refused to acknowledge experiences of racism or 
discrimination and instead professed only happiness at being provided entry into a world 
which she had not experienced in her childhood and adolescence. She stated,  
      I am not having a pity party for myself. It was hard enough to get out of that, to be 
 just so abandoned and like, neglected in that way. I’m like, ‘You know what? At least 
 I can get myself a scholarship. I’m going to get educated and I’m going to do what I 
 want to do.’ So just—just dealing with that was painful enough, right? So once I got 
 to school, I didn’t care if I was the only one [ethnic minority]. 
 
Erika’s profession of an individualistic rhetoric where hard work will eventually lead to 
success reflects an underlying neoliberal discourse, illustrating how whiteness as power is 
reinforced even by and within ethnic minority populations. A neoliberalist discourse 
affirms human beings as responsible for making their own responsible choices in their 
lives’ trajectories (Macdonald, 2011).  That is, individuals have the “freedom” to 





social and economic capital,” versus acknowledging the possibility of systemic and 
structural inequalities that function in reducing ethnic minority populations’ chances at 
success (Evans & Davies, 2015, p. 11). 
 
Figure 7. Erika’s high school basketball career. Erika: “I might have had some racial 
things happen to me and maybe I just deflected it and didn’t notice, because I was the 
only Latina on my basketball team.” 
 
Participants privileged differing aspects of their multiple social identities in ways 
that allowed race to be positioned as less central then other identifiers in their socially-
constructed sense of self. For example, Kristi’s historical experiences with gendered 
norms, practices, and prejudices in PE were central to her embodied identity as a teacher, 
far prioritized over her racialized identity. Kristi chose to share an image of her teaching 





the few was socially acceptable sports for women when a student (Figure 8). According 
to Butler (2004), the performativity of gender(s) can be experienced in a variety of lived 
and socially-constructed ways, which is highlighted as Kristi made sense of her gendered 
self within a field where hegemonies of masculinity are predominant (Garrett & Wrench, 
2018). When prompted about why she chose to work at her predominantly white school, 
Kristi replied:  
      I think why it’s a white school, because culturally I was not pushed towards 
 Chinese but towards, you know, the white culture. I wasn’t brought up with a 
 constant reminder that I was Chinese…I try to pass it [gender equality] along to my 
 girls.  I try  to make them realize that there’s nothing wrong with being athletic as a 
 female.   
 
Kristi’s identity as a female in PE, a historically masculine community (Azzarito, 
Solmon, & Harrison, 2006), demonstrates how she positioned gender as more important 
than racial equality and she rejected her racialized Chinese identity while simultaneously 
enacted a gendered identity towards a struggle for gender equality in an effort to attain a 
more privileged white position (Leonardo, 2009). Kristi’s work towards gender-equal PE 
de-prioritizes or downplays her racialized identity and embraces a colorblind discourse, 
thus serving as another subjectivity which reinforces whiteness through the neoliberal 
notion that individual social identifiers, such as race, gender, socioeconomic status, 
sexuality, and ability, should be neutralized and made invisible towards an “equal” 
positioning for all (Macdonald, 2011). Neoliberalism produces “subjects who are tightly 
governed…[yet] define themselves as free,” which is problematic as neoliberalism tends 
to sanction ethnic minority and low socioeconomic status groups at a disproportionately 
higher rate, thus providing another means of leaving white supremacy unchallenged and 






Figure 8. Kristi teaching gymnastics. Kristi: “Kids will always say, ‘Boys against girls.’ 
And I say, ‘We’re all the same.’” 
 
These two examples of intersectional identities serve as important 
acknowledgements of the fluidity and strategy involved in the construction of embodied 
identity. However, because this paper takes up the position that disregarding a racialized 
identity for a colorblind perspective leads to the reaffirmation of white supremacy, we 
have chosen to center race as a means of identifying how whiteness and white supremacy 
are affirmed and co-opted within these ethnic minority participants’ narratives (Azzarito, 





how white supremacy colonizes ethnic minority PE teachers’ sense of self when situated 
within predominantly white schools. According to Azzarito et al. (2016), the process of 
colonization occurs when the “other” is forced into a dominant framework of whiteness 
and thus can only view themselves through the lens of the colonizer. Erika’s refusal to 
have a “pity party,” Alicia’s specific intentions to ignore race, Kristi’s privileging of 
gender equality -- these all reflect the colonized notion of a negative association with a 
racialized identity (Azzarito, Simon et al., 2017). Participants’ desire to enact whiteness 
was means of protecting their position within their predominantly white schools and 
making sense of their racialized selves in a space where whiteness is normalized and 
institutionalized as the homogenous status quo (Azzarito et al., 2016; Leonardo, 2009). 
From this position of whiteness, participants were able to “whitewash” themselves and 
thus enabled towards occupying a more privileged position within their school contexts 
as superior to an “othered” ethnic minority identity (Matias, 2013b, 2016).  
 
 
 “There’s Not a Whole Lot of Me Floating Around”: Tensions of Invisibility and 
Super-Visibility 
As participants took up multiple and fluid discourses of colorblindness in order to 
align themselves with the norms and cultures of their predominantly white schools, they 
experienced tensions and contradictions between their enacted whiteness and highly 
visible –super visible– racialized self-representations (Flintoff & Webb, 2012; Douglas & 
Halas, 2013). While ethnic minority teachers in this research attempted to make their 
“othered” self disappear, “disappearing is not something people of color can 





In other words, by “becoming white,” participants were trying to erase their “colored 
bodies” or “say goodbye to their brown selves” (Matias, 2013a; Matias, 2016, p. 198). 
Whiteness is often described as invisible, defined as “absent culture, absent color, absent 
of that which might make [one] other than white” (Hytten & Warren, 2003, p. 66).  As 
participants positioned themselves as colorblind and denied their cultural identity, they 
were attempting to “disappear,” or make themselves invisible, in ways that normalize and 
validate the social arrangements of their school contexts (Levine-Rasky, 2000). However, 
in spite of their resistance, participants were often marked as racialized bodies when 
“singled out” to represent multiculturalism or by being positioned in opposition to 
whiteness within their school communities (Flintoff, 2014; Leonardo, 2009; Simon & 
Azzarito, 2017; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). This ongoing tension of conflictual 
positionalities can have severe psychological repercussions and lead to significant 
emotional stress (Matias, 2013a; Davis et al., 2015). The cumulative emotional scars 
ethnic minorities may carry with them as the direct result of navigating predominantly 
white contexts are characterized as responses to “individual, institutional, and cultural 
encounters of racism…a pervasive feeling of vulnerability, like a wound that will not 
heal” (Carter, 2007; p. 92). Matias (2013b) describes the experience of teaching in a 
“white institution with white colleagues and white students” as a “trauma, one that 
relentlessly terrorizes [the] heart, soul, and psyche” (p. 54). Living with this high level of 
vulnerability along with an ongoing identity struggle steeped in power dynamics between 
the pervasive nature of whiteness and the oppression of ethnic minorities, and a divided 
or fractured sense of self can be severely traumatic for ethnic minorities and can result in 





Incidences of racial isolation or microaggressions highlighted the tension and 
emotional struggle between participants’ profession of colorblind or meritocratic 
discourses and their internal sense of self as racialized beings. For example, Serena 
described the noticeable absence of black teachers when she interviewed for a PE 
position prior to being employed at her current school: 
      I’m an African American female. I [applied] to a school last year…I barely saw 
 any African American teachers. They had a huge phys-ed department, no black 
 person working on the team! They had a few black classroom teachers…but there’s 
 not a whole lot of me floating around.  
 
The realization that she would be one of a few African American teachers in the school 
left an emotional scar on Serena as she anxiously contemplated her ability to assimilate 
into the predominantly white school community and worried about how she would be 
perceived and accepted, saying, 
      I’m always alarmed. Like, I have a tendency of shying back because okay, I’m an 
 African American female. You know, just the fact that I’m African American is kind 
 of like, ‘Okay, are these people going to just judge me and think I don’t know what 
 I’m doing?’ 
 
These worries and fears haunted Serena consistently and created a long-lasting 
psychological scar as she struggled to find a place within her predominantly white school 
context where she felt comfortable with her racialized identity. Jade expressed 
contradictions between her desire to assimilate into her school context and her frustration 
over being publically marked as one of the few black teachers’ in the school, saying:  
      There’s a handful of black female [teachers] and at some point we’ve all been 
 called each other’s names, right? So there’s maybe five of us, I think, and we look 






Similarly, Alicia’s internal tension related to her racialized identity was apparent as she 
switched from espousing colorblindness to expressing frustration over the acceptance of 
the predominantly white teaching population at her school: 
      People would say that all the time, as a joke, that our lower school [teacher  
 population] was all white women...It didn’t make me feel like it was okay. Because I 
 know…there’s not a lot of people like me…, [a] Filipina Phys Ed teacher. 
 
Examples such as these demonstrate how racialized microaggressions, even small ones 
such as being mistakenly called the name of another ethnic minority teacher, and a sense 
of loneliness or singularity, as evidenced by Anna’s chosen image (Figure 9) and 
accompanying narrative, played a significant role in shaping participants’ embodied 
identities and can leave emotional scars which connote negative emotions such as anger, 
pain, fear, and anxiety (Carter, 2007). The ethnic minority teachers in this research tried 
to evade the psychological distress of navigating predominantly white school contexts by 
enacting whiteness, professing colorblind discourses, and embracing neoliberal rhetoric 
which allowed them to avoid even recognizing or acknowledging the race-based traumas 
they often endured (Carter, 2007; Davis et al., 2015).  
Whether desired or not, participants were unable to fully escape or ignore their 
racialized identities since they were often called or forced into visibility via an 
oppositional or dichotomous framework of whiteness by being specifically spotlighted as 
“non-white” (Simon & Azzarito, 2017; Sleeter, 2001). For many of these participants, 
their racialized identity emerged publically only when they were positioned by whiteness 
as a racialized person, which was often represented through associations with low-status 
occupations, such as, for example, a domestic worker (Banks, 1999; Perea, 2011). The 





white school communities created significant mental and emotional contradictions, 
distress, trauma, and emotional scars regarding the “pain of being denied a racial reality” 
(Carter, 2007; Matias, 2013b, p. 55, 2016). For example, Alicia described how she was 
conflicted over her desire to distance herself from the many Filipina domestic workers in 
charge of her students: 
      In my school at dismissal there are so many Filipino nannies. And I know that 
 they’re Filipino and they know I am. You know, you just kind of know these things. 
 [Students ask] ‘Where are you from?’ And I’ll say, ‘Well I’m from New York, but 
 my parents are from the Philippines.’ And they’ll say, ‘Oh, my nanny is Filipino.’ I’m 
 like, ‘Oh, do they [students] look at me like I’m one of them—So do you like me 
 more now because you love your nanny and I’m just like her’? [Author’s emphasis] 
 
 
Figure 9. Alicia coaching a basketball game. Alicia, on teaching PE: “I didn’t really see 
anybody that was more along the lines of me.” 
 
By using the phrase “one of them,” Alicia creates a dichotomy between “them,” the low-





white and high socioeconomic status environment. Her dissociation reinforces whiteness 
through the accepted superiority and privilege of a white identity constructed in 
opposition to the negative, low-status association with the Filipina domestic workers.  
Similarly, Erika simultaneously highlighted experiences of racial 
microaggressions when she was often mistaken for a domestic worker by administrators 
but at the same time refused to associate any significance to this experience, creating a 
tension between her desired invisible and forcibly super-visible racialized identities: 
      Like, I noticed it [racial microaggressions] when I first started working here, when 
 they were like, ‘What kid are you picking up?’ And I’m like, ‘Oh no! I’m a teacher.’ 
 When it’s very obvious like that. But what am I going to do? Be personally offended 
 because they thought I was a nanny because I look Latina and I speak Spanish? That 
 happened at both schools.  
 
Serena explained how her racialized identity was called into the spotlight when students 
made assumptions about her to the only other black teacher in the school, yet she refused 
to acknowledge this experience as traumatic, saying:  
      She [another teacher] was the only girl of color there. I go for one day to sub and 
 the kids thought I was this teacher’s sister. So they kept going up to her and asking 
 her if I was her sister! And the girl’s like, ‘No, she’s just here. She’s her own person.’ 
 And I remember [another teacher] was so embarrassed. She was like, ‘I’m so sorry. 
 They don’t see that too often.’ And I was like, ‘It’s okay. It’s okay.’ 
 
Rather than taking the opportunity to address the ways in which racism and white 
supremacy were being reinforced, both Erika and Serena instead were compelled to align 
themselves with whiteness and racial invisibility and deny their racialized identities by 
brushing off or ignoring these negative incidents and trying to move forward. However, 
examples such as these were specifically brought up by all the participants in the 





microaggressions carry, even as participants professed to be colorblind or denied their 
cultural identity.  
 In spite of their attempts and desires to assimilate within the dominant white 
discourses of their school communities, participants’ racialized identities were often 
made highly visible through token multiculturalism, or simple, surface-level actions that 
ultimately maintain and protect whiteness’ dominant cultural location (Hytten & Warren, 
2003). At times, white teachers and administrators would spotlight participants solely due 
to their racialized identity in an attempt to engage in culturally responsive or 
multicultural acts, which instead served to reinforce a binary between the white 
discourses within the schools and participants’ identities as ethnic minorities. As 
participants’ constructed identity discourses reflected a dichotomy of white superiority 
and non-white subordination, this binary created a tension due to participants’ preference 
to “assimilate” into their school culture in order to uphold a level of privilege that comes 
with enacting whiteness (Azzarito, Macdonald et al., 2017; Leonardo, 2009). 
Alicia described this tension when explaining how she was approached to attend a 
conference on educational diversity by her school’s administrators even though she had 
never expressed any interest or desire to attend: 
      I mean, they kind of cornered me into going. So that was one of those situations 
 where I wasn’t sure what the hidden agenda was, why I was being asked to consider 
 going to this conference…I received an email with just three or four other females of 
 our faculty who also happen to be what would be considered people of color, asking 
 us to consider going …And so I showed it to my coworker and I said, ‘Does this 
 mean I have to go?’ 
 
By singling out only ethnic minority teachers for participation in this conference, school 
administrators highlighted a dichotomous “us/them” framework of whiteness, where 





highlighted Alicia’s racialized identity against her desires. Similarly, Erika detailed how 
she and other ethnic minority teachers were often called out and called upon, or made 
super-visible, solely due to their racialized identities, saying: 
      The only weird thing was when they invited us to be on the—to the diversity—
 what do you call it? The diversity— The diversity committee, yeah. They always 
 picked the people of color. And my issue was like, ‘Why are you—why don’t you—it 
 doesn’t include everyone?’ ‘Shouldn’t everyone get an invitation?’ 
 
Erika illustrates the tokenism reflected in white schools’ engagement with 
multiculturalism, where the burden and responsibility of working towards equitable 
school contexts is placed on the shoulders of those who are marginalized or “invisible” 
(Hytten & Warren, 2003; Tatum, 2017). When white schools engage in simplistic, token 
acts of multiculturalism, whiteness is reinforced through neoliberal discourses of 
“equality” that ignore deep-rooted, underlying racial inequality and injustice. 
 Finally, Jade presented conflicting desires to be both visible and invisible within 
her predominantly white school, demonstrating how she attempted to resist the 
underlying notions of whiteness that inform her educational context but ultimately 
complied with a strategic rhetoric that functioned in maintaining white dominance 
(Azzarito, 2016; Hytten & Warren, 2003). In separate interviews, she said: 
      The diversity, I wish we had more of, of course. If I could put a splash of color 
 here, this would be the perfect place for me. 
 
      I definitely do not hire based on race or gender...I don’t think it’s okay to distinctly 
 say, ‘I’m going to hire you because you’re a certain race.’ Because if, for me, I want 
 you to hire me because I’m the right person for the job. Because I’m a black woman 
 that’s just a bonus on your little checklist. 
 
While Jade wished to increase the ethnic minority teaching population and thus make 
racialized identities more visible, this conflicts with her colorblind hiring practices in 





align herself with dominant discourses of white supremacy. This example illustrates how 
whiteness is reinforced within PE as the epistemological basis of PE privileges white 
knowledge and discourses (Azzarito, 2016; Douglas & Halas, 2013). In Jade’s case, only 
the teachers who are “right” for PE, or enact whiteness, are the ones who move forward 
in the interview process. Thus, ethnic minority PE teachers must deny their cultural 
identity in order to even be considered a worthy candidate for teaching positions, and 
colonizing discourses of whiteness continue to operate powerful ways towards 
maintaining white superiority and dominance. 
The results highlighted in this section represent the tensions and contradictions of 
both visibility and invisibility that the participants experienced as a direct result of the 
dominant culture of whiteness within their schools (Levine-Rasky, 2000).  This study 
demonstrates how the ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly 
white school contexts learned to “emotionally survive colorblind racism” (Matias, 2016, 
p. 195) as they attempt to make sense of themselves in communities that never name or 
critique racism or whiteness (Carter, 2007). The demands of negotiating a space for 
racialized identities within a context where whiteness is normalized and revered have 
powerful, long-term implications regarding emotional and psychological scars as well as 















This visual narrative research sheds light on ethnic minority female PE teachers’ 
racialized embodied identities by acknowledging how participants enacted whiteness in 
attempts to render themselves racially invisible but, at the same time, experienced 
internal tension over their heightened visibility as minority members within a white 
majoritarian community. As a result, this potentially traumatic process can leave long-
lasting emotional and psychological scars. We drew from the literature on both CRT and 
whiteness studies to examine the visual narratives that emerged from participants’ stories 
in which they made sense of themselves as ethnic minorities in predominantly white 
schools by embodying colorblind discourses and denying their cultural identity as a way 
to become embedded and accepted within their predominantly white school contexts. 
From this set of data and analyses, we started to understand how whiteness informed the 
establishment of social boundaries, norms, and participants’ sense of self. Participants 
“took up” whiteness in order to be professionally successful at schools where they stood 
out, or were hyper-visible because of their racialized identities, but also expressed 
internal conflict over the constant negotiations of both visibility and invisibility (Davis et 
al., 2015). Drawing from the findings in this paper, it can be suggested that ethnic 
minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white school contexts may 
endure significant psychological trauma, or “emotional scars from living” (Matias, 2016, 
p. 200), due to their racialized embodied identities, and this must be addressed on a broad 
scale within the PE community in order to create a space where diversity and equality are 





The implications for this study are specific towards the emotional and 
psychological burden that is forced upon ethnic minority female PE teachers as a direct 
result of how whiteness is constructed and maintained in schools (Leonardo, 2009). What 
became clear from the results was how whiteness underpinned participants’ construction 
of their sense of self within their school communities as participants’ were forced to 
negotiate conflictual racialized discourses as they attempted to create a space for 
themselves where they could escape the emotional burden of a racialized embodied 
identity within a white majority community (Hytten & Warren, 2003). By illuminating 
the internal tension participants experienced due to their desired invisibility but 
heightened visibility,  we start to understand the “dilemma [between] both being seen as 
‘one of them’” but also denying one’s cultural identity and taking up a colorblind 
discourse in order to assimilate and succeed within their schools (Amos, 2016, p. 1006). 
To live with constant, minute, internal conflicts regarding one’s racialized sense 
of self can result in very real forms of trauma with long-term psychological and 
emotional scars (Davis et al., 2015). Research has demonstrated that ethnic minorities’ 
struggles with racism and discrimination has a significant effect on their mental health 
(Carter, 2007; USDHHS, 2001). Race-based stereotypes, discrimination, and prejudices, 
even when subtle, ambiguous, or well-intentioned, characterized participants’ 
experiences of working in predominantly white schools, all of which resulted in a 
significant toll on their emotional, mental, and physiological well-being (Carter, 2007; 
Davis et al., 2015). From participants’ visual narratives, we concluded that the “daily 
battle fatigue” (Matias, 2016, p. 195) of simply existing as an ethnic minority in a 





attempted to assimilate into their schools’ culture of whiteness but were often identified 
publicly as an “other” via the rhetoric of token multiculturalism (Hytten & Warren, 2003; 
Ladson-Billing, 1998).  This conflict can have life-long effects on both mental and 
physical well-being as participants must continuously negotiate a space for themselves in 
a place where they are inherently positioned as “other” and potentially marginalized 
within their school communities (Azzarito, Simon et al., 2017; Carter, 2007; Simon & 
Azzarito, 2017). 
The impact of whiteness on ethnic minority female PE teachers’ “personal and 
psychological state” is an often overlooked or ignored but very real negative result of the 
endorsement of a colorblind perspective (Harrison & Clark, 2016, p. 235). For example, 
participants were often treated as “spokespersons” by their white school communities and 
chose to express themselves in “words and ways most palatable to the majority culture 
rather than risk social alienation” (Morrison, 2008, p. 3). In spite of the discomfort they 
felt due to the expectations of educating the white community about diversity, 
participants accepted these experiences as inevitable and normal within their school 
contexts and outwardly ignored or embraced this role while internally experiencing 
conflict or contradictions over how to navigate their desired invisibility versus forced 
visibility.  The ethnic minority female PE teachers in this study experienced heightened 
tension and confusion as they attempted to navigate a space where they were juxtaposed 
as both invisible and hyper-visible, illustrating how they were often forced to deny their 
cultural reality and, in turn, manage the emotional and psychological distress and burden 





Literature on whiteness studies indicates that whiteness is institutionalized and 
centered within our educational system (Ladson-Billings, 2001; Gay, 2010; Leonardo, 
2009; Tatum, 2017). When PE is examined within the context of predominantly white 
schools, it becomes apparent as a space which prioritizes and normalizes whiteness via 
Eurocentric norms and values (Burden et al., 2005; Douglas & Halas, 2013).  Not only is 
PE overwhelmingly white but it is also informed by notions of hegemonic masculinity, 
putting female PE teachers at an immediate disadvantage as an “other” compared to the 
most desired and valued traits or characteristics in PE (Azzarito et al., 2006). From this 
perspective, the alienation, marginalization, and daily psychological trauma of living as 
an ethnic minority female PE teacher within a predominantly white school illustrates the 
complex power dynamics which prioritize hegemonies of whiteness and masculinity at 
great personal and social cost to the “other” or those who do not fit within the borders or 
established frameworks of these social identifiers.   
While many scholars have called for an increase in engaging in social justice 
curricula within PE, it is very clear that there is significant progress to be made before PE 
is both equitable and welcoming for ethnic minority female teachers. This research sheds 
light on the possibility of hope as we look forward- that by “identifying structures of 
discourses of whiteness…we might be able to disrupt the foundations upon which 
cultural power rests” (Hytten & Warren, 2003, p. 87). This visual narrative inquiry 
illustrates the invisible power of whiteness which informs ethnic minority female PE 
teacher’s embodied identity and demonstrates the need for more spaces where ethnic 
minority teachers, such as the participants in this research, can make sense of their selves 





scholars in the field must continue to work to disrupt dominant discourses of whiteness 
by acknowledging and giving voice to the experiences of ethnic minority PE teachers in 
order to create more inclusive, productive, and enabling PE communities that enact 
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“CONFIDENT IN MY SKIN”: ETHNIC MINORITY FEMALE PE TEACHERS’ 
SELF-AFFIRMING STRATEGIES, AGENCY, AND RESILIENCE FOR SOCIAL 







 School physical education (PE) in the United States has been problematized in 
scholarly literature as steeped in whiteness and reflecting racist and sexist discourses of 
education. Ethnic minority teachers often experience marginalization and a sense of 
“otherness.” However, it is important to acknowledge and validate how ethnic minority 
teachers have resisted these oppressive discourses in working towards social justice and 
agency within their lives and teaching contexts (Azzarito, Simon, & Marttinen, 2017, 
Carter, 2008; Kim, 2001; Kohli & Pizarro, 2016; Rodriguez, 2011; Solorzano & Bernal, 
2001). Purpose: To examine the intersecting embodied identities of ethnic minority 
female PE teachers who work in predominantly white schools in order to identify how 
participants made sense of their marginalized position within their school contexts in 
empowering and enabling ways. Methods: This study used a visual narrative research 
method. Results: The results of this study indicate that participants utilized their personal 
experiences of marginalization to engage in many varying forms of transformational 
resistance in opposition to oppressive discourses related to race, gender, and other social 
identifiers (Yosso et al., 2009). These many iterations of transformational resistance 





and resilience through the notions of “rising up” and “giving back” to their school 
communities. Discussion: In spite of their consistent, daily, and lived experiences of 
racism, sexism, and other systematic marginalizing rhetoric, participants were 
empowered to disrupt stereotypes and work towards change within their microlevel 
school contexts (Carter, 2008).  This research illustrates how schools operate as sites of 
both racialized and gendered oppression and the importance of engaging in social justice 
work within school PE that aims to dismantle the “multiple forms of violence” which 
positions those outside the dominant hegemonies of whiteness and masculinity (Tejeda, 







 As the United States faces significant racial tensions, prejudices, and increasing 
segregation within the educational system, there is an increasingly urgent need to shed 
light on the embodied identities of ethnic minority female teachers in order to disrupt 
dominant hegemonies that inform both educational policies and pedagogies (Matias, 
2016; Phoenix, 2009; Rodriguez, 2011).  The PE teacher population also lacks diversity 
within its teaching force as compared to the general student body population of the 
United States. Additionally, the continued prevalence of Eurocentric curricula and 
pedagogies prioritize both whiteness and masculinity as highly desired and valuable 
(Azzarito, 2016; Azzarito, Macdonald, Dagkas & Fisette, 2017; Harrison & Clark, 2016). 
Empirical data indicate that schools employ very few ethnic minority PE teachers and 





student population (Burden, Hodge, O’Bryant, & Harrison, 2004; National Center for 
Education Statistics [NCES], 2015; Turner, 2007). The lack of diversity within the PE 
teacher population is problematic because the shared cultural experiences of ethnic 
minority teachers and students may lead to more positive academic outcomes for students 
and a greater sense of fulfillment and meaning for these teachers (Farinde, Leblanc, & 
Otten, 2015; Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2001). Additionally, while ethnic minority 
teachers tend to be concentrated in schools with highly diverse student populations, those 
who pursue teaching careers in predominantly white schools may experience isolation, 
marginalization, and discrimination (Burden, Harrison & Hodge, 2005; Flintoff, 2015; 
Kohli & Pizarro, 2016; Simon & Azzarito, 2017). As schools in the United States 
continue to be more and more segregated (Amos, 2016), it is imperative to examine how 
ethnic minority female PE teachers make sense of themselves within predominantly 
white schools in order to work towards more diverse, inclusive, and supportive learning 
contexts. 
 While schools and PE in the United States are steeped in whiteness and reflect 
racist and sexist discourses of education, it is important to acknowledge and validate how 
ethnic minority teachers have resisted these discourses in working towards social justice 
and agency within their lives and teaching contexts (Azzarito, Simon, & Marttinen, 2017; 
Carter, 2008; Kim, 2001; Kohli & Pizarro, 2016; Rodriguez, 2011; Solorzano & Bernal, 
2001). Ethnic minority teachers often use a critical agency in order to negotiate and 
redefine institutional structures and further a social justice agenda (Baez, 2000). Morrison 






      [These teachers] exhibited an optimistic view of race relations…[in spite of a] 
 personal knowledge of racism, ignorance, and prejudice. They described past 
 encounters with racism and resulting frustrations because of it. But they did not 
 succumb to it. Their exposure to racism and prejudice had, in face, shaped their desire 
 to cope with these forces in positive, proactive ways. (p. 22) 
 
Many ethnic minority teachers possess a sense of “empowerment, not victimization” as 
they engage in the “fight against sexism, racism, classism, homophobia, [in a] quest for 
effective social change” (Kim, 2001, p. 101). Morrison’s (2008) depiction of the 
experiences of ethnic minority teachers illustrates the crucial role that a sense of agency 
and a desire to enact social change can play in shaping these teachers’ understanding of 
themselves and why they might choose to work in predominantly white schools.  
This study aimed to both acknowledge and destabilize the discourses of the 
intersectionality of race and gender embedded within participants’ narratives as well as 
provide a space where participants could recognize and validate their internal self outside 
a framework of whiteness. The researchers employed a visual narrative research method 
in order to examine ethnic minority female PE teachers’ struggles of racialized school 
practices, and the use of their  critical agency to consciously and intentionally work 
towards social justice and social change within their school contexts. Using critical race 
theory and feminist poststructuralism as theoretical frameworks and informed by a lens of 
intersectionality, the purpose of this study was to identify how ethnic minority female PE 
teachers enacted a critical and transformative agency to negotiate, resist, and  disrupt 
notions of whiteness and masculinity inherent within PE contexts. 





1. How do ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white 
schools enact transformational resistance as a means of empowerment and 
disruption of whiteness? 
2. How do ethnic minority participants within predominantly white schools create 







This research is framed by critical race theory (CRT) and feminist 
poststructuralism, both of which enable the researchers to examine the data from an 
intersectional perspective that recognizes the multiple and fluid identities of potentially 
marginalized populations, such as ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in 
predominantly white schools. Both of these theoretical perspectives relate to the ways in 
which participants’ embodied identities are shaped and informed by subjective 
experiences constructed in relation to specific social factors such as race, gender, 
socioeconomic status, and sexual orientation, among others. In CRT and feminist 
poststructuralism, the validity and importance of the subjective experience in 
constructing a sense of self is a starting point for a greater contextual understanding of 
how power dynamics related to gender and racial inequality inherent within society and 
schools function in determining one’s positionality within the world (Munro, 1998). 
Embedded within this embodied identity are an individual’s understanding of subjective 





practices that operate implicitly but effectively in determining a person’s actions 
(Weedon, 1997).  
Critical Race Theory (CRT) offers a perspective from which to examine how 
racial identities are constructed, reproduced, and marginalized by focusing on the 
“centrality of race and racism and their intersectionality with other forms of subjugation” 
(Solorzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000, p. 63). CRT takes up the position that “race is always 
present in every social configuring” and that racism is so enmeshed within the cultural 
and social customs and practices of the United States that it appears both normal and 
natural (Gillborn, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 1998, p. 10; Rogers & Mosley, 2006). This 
framework has several key components, including challenging dominant ideology related 
to race and racial inequality, a commitment towards working for social justice and 
change, and centering experiential knowledge (Ladson-Billings, 1998; Solorzano & 
Bernal, 2001). Additionally, CRT scholars validate and legitimate stories from ethnic 
minorities as means of providing a “voice” for marginalized populations to communicate 
their understanding of the self within the context of their lived experiences (Hylton, 2005; 
Sparks, 1994). This theory enables scholars to critically examine discourses of whiteness, 
colorblindness, and racialized meritocracy as key elements in upholding white supremacy 
and maintaining unequal power relations which subordinate ethnic minority positionality 
and relegate them to an “other” status (Azzarito & Simon, 2016 Azzarito, Simon et al., 
2017; Evans-Winters & Esposito, 2010; Gillborn, 2005).  
Given that “race and gender studied separately renders an incomplete 
understanding of the realities of women of color” (Kim, 2001, p. 98), feminist 





perspective. A feminist poststructuralist perspective constructs gender as a complex 
production of “traditional,” “common sense,” or “normal” representations of dominant 
gender-appropriate behavior, which, in actuality, represents a specific set of interests, 
ideals, and beliefs that reflect patriarchal discourses (Butler, 2003; Weedon, 1997). A key 
element to this framework is the rejection of the “grand narratives of legitimation” of 
patriarchal experiences, which have historically marginalized women’s voices as located 
outside that which is “normal” (Fraser & Nicholson, 1990, p. 22). This parallels the 
commitment of CRT to recognizing stories, storytelling, and counterstorytelling as 
authentic and legitimate sources of knowledge (Boler & Zemblyas, 2003; Solorzano & 
Yosso, 2001). Additionally, feminist poststructuralism is a useful viewpoint from which 
to examine education as it allows scholars to acknowledge individual agency as a way of 
“resisting dominant discourses, and disrupting power relations” often iterated within 
school contexts (Azzarito & Solmon, 2005, p. 30).  The domination of traditional notions 
of masculinity within PE means that “sexist talk” still prevails and female PE teachers are 
at risk for disengagement and marginalization (Dowling, 2008). Finally, the notion of 
agency is crucial in feminist poststructuralism, in that this theory recognizes how women 
might actively select their positioning from within various discourses and resist 
patriarchal discourses that marginalize, oppress, or ignore their experiences (Domangue 
& Solmon, 2009; Munro, 1998). This reconceptualization of womanhood towards active 
and critical agency aims to empower women with a conscious-raising perspective on the 
shared experiences of patriarchy and oppression (Azzarito & Solmon, 2005; Weedon, 
1997). By engaging in a feminist poststructuralist analysis of gendered practices in PE, 





participants who make choices and participate in structuring their [own] identities” 
(Azzarito et al., 2006, p. 224). 
CRT and feminist poststructuralism provide critical lenses from which to examine 
the interlocking and intersecting “axes of oppressions” that ethnic minority female PE 
teachers in predominantly white schools may face as they are situated within contexts 
that privilege both whiteness and hegemonic masculinity (Bowleg, 2012; Gillborn, 2015; 
Simon & Azzarito, 2017). Given that female ethnic minorities’ “social and political needs 
have traditionally been positioned in between the needs of a feminist agenda and 
antiracist efforts,” (Evans-Winter & Esposito, 2010, p. 20), it is critical to embed notions 
of intersectionality within the theoretical framework of this research. By employing both 
CRT and feminist poststructuralist theories, in this study, the researchers aimed  to 
identify, acknowledge, and center how multiple marginalized identities create  a space for 
participant agency. Given how PE is both extraordinarily gendered and racialized towards 
white and masculine hegemonic norms, employing both CRT and feminist 







Education in the United States has long-standing historical connections to 
Eurocentric curricula and pedagogy that prioritize and center whiteness and white 
community members while marginalizing the “other,” or those who fall outside the 
borders of the accepted norms of teaching and learning (Gay, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 





connections between whiteness and education.  For example, the general teaching 
population in K-12 public schools in the United States is over 80% white and female, in 
spite of a rapidly-diversifying student population as ethnic minority students now 
comprise over 35% of the general student body (Columna, Foley, & Lytle, 2010; Culp, 
Chepyator-Thomson, & Hsu, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 
2015). Additionally, over 40% of schools report employing zero ethnic minority teachers 
(Amos, 2016; Hrabowski & Sanders, 2015). School segregation has increased over the 
past few decades and the number of schools who reported a vast majority of their student 
populations as ethnic minority and low socioeconomic status has more than doubled in 
that time period (U.S. Government Accountability Office, 2016). While the exact 
demographics of the PE teacher population in the United States are unknown, pre-service 
PE teacher demographics are determined to be predominantly white, with only 17% 
identifying as ethnic minority (Melville & Hammermeister, 2005). Physical education 
teacher education (PETE) has also been identified as predominantly white since ethnic 
minority faculty in these programs represent less than 10% of the PETE faculty 
population (Ayers & Housner, 2008; Hodge & Wiggins, 2010; Snyder, Dillon, & 
Hoffman, 2009).  Between the general education statistics on ethnic minority populations 
and the minimal attention given to this topic within the scholarly arena, it is clear that PE 
is a space where “whites overwhelmingly occupy positions from which to determine if 
race matters and how race matters in physical education programs” (Douglas & Halas, 
2013, p. 471).  
The current structure and composition of schools in the United States evidences 





than ever before, and unequal in their allocated resources (Columna et al., 2010, p. 298; 
Leonardo, 2009; Tatum, 2017). Additionally, many white teachers enact a colorblind 
“white privilege pedagogy,” in which they are unaware of their ignorance or are 
unwilling to recognize their prejudices and stereotypical beliefs as they “draw on notions 
of meritocracy and equal treatment”(Burden et al., 2004; Flintoff, Dowling, & Fitzgerald, 
2015, p. 3; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).  Meritocracy is a problematic assumption 
because this notion “fail[s] to address the impact of structural inequalities of racism on 
educational experiences” (Flintoff et al., 2015, p. 3). 
In particular, PE and PETE reflect a white hegemony and lack in both diversity 
and cultural relevancy as educators and scholars often remain neutral instead of critical 
on issues of inequity across social strata (Azzarito, Marttinen, Simon & Markiewicz, 
2014; Burden, 2011; Butt & Pahnos, 1995). As a result, ethnic minority teachers, faculty, 
and pre-service students may face social isolation, marginalization, covert or overt 
discrimination, and oppression in schools where dominant discourses of whiteness 
prevail (Berry, 2005; Burden et al., 2005; Flintoff, 2014, 2015; Flintoff & Dowling, 
2017; Levine-Rasky, 2000a, 2000b; Mogadime, 2015; Simon & Azzarito, 2017). The 
effects of this long-term isolation or marginalization include increased stress, anxiety, 
emotional scars, and even physiological health problems such as hypertension, 
depression, and panic attacks (Carter, 2007; Davis, Vakalahi, & Scales, 2015).   
 In additional to underlying discourses of whiteness that function in marginalizing 
ethnic minority community members, PE has a long history with embedded discourses of 
gender inequity. A significant body of work exists which aims to understand how 





1998, p. 1). Research in the field indicates that Eurocentric, male, heteronormative values 
and practices have historically informed PE pedagogies and curricula, and continue to 
prioritize and celebrate traits of hegemonic masculinity, such as power, aggression, and 
strength (Azzarito & Solmon, 2009; Chepyator-Thomson & Ennis, 1997; Griffin, 1998). 
As such, PE is “underpinned by powerful ideologies of femininity and physicality that 
continue to influence and shape a separate girls’ PE curriculum” (Flintoff & Scraton, 
2005, p. 164). The traditional notions of masculinities and femininities embedded within 
PE are understood in critical literature on the topic as socially constructed and 
oppositional, thus creating a hierarchical gender binary that reinforces unequal relations 
of power (Flintoff & Scraton, 2005). 
Since schools play a significant role in the process “whereby a social division of 
labor according to gender is produced and maintained,” (Ng, 2003, p. 211), discourses of 
gender are often affirmed and reaffirmed within educational contexts (Pascoe, 2012). 
Munro (1998) writes, “discourse has immersed us with stereotypes of female teachers 
and gendered norms that are taken for granted as natural” (p. 4). In PE, gender discourse 
has resulted in numerous stereotypes, all of which reinforce notions of hegemonic 
masculinity, such as the association of female PE teachers as lesbians (Clarke, 1998; 
Griffin, 1998) and women as the more emotional and weaker community members 
(Dowling, 2008; Flintoff & Scraton, 2005). Specific gendered stereotypes of how boys 
and girls participate in PE, where girls’ participation is often viewed as problematic in 
that they are either unengaged or non-competitive, are also prevalent and serve to 
reinforce a culture of hegemonic masculinity within PE (Kirk, Macdonald, & O’Sullivan, 





“regimes of truth,” which silence those within marginalized positions in schools through 
the construction of meanings that reflect the interests and beliefs of elevated social 
groups (Dowling, 2008; Fernandez-Balboa, 1993).   
PE and PETE programs often reproduce a hidden curriculum, albeit perhaps 
unconsciously, through pedagogical and curricular practices which promote naturalized 
discourses of gender that prioritize hetero- and hyper- masculinities (Rønholt, 2002; 
Richardson, 2012). Gendered and “naturalized” assumptions about physical abilities that 
are reproduced within the hidden curriculum position women as biologically and 
inherently inferior to men and often render female community members either invisible 
or unengaged and disinterested participants (Flintoff & Scraton, 2005; Wright, 1999). 
This is problematic because it can lead to the alienation and disengagement of anyone 
who does not fit within the confines of the accepted social construction of what it means 
to be male or female in PE (Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006; Dowling, 2006; Sirna, 
Tinning, & Rossi, 2010). Biological, rigid, and narrow constructions of gendered 
teaching in PE are one way the hidden curriculum reflects the success of a hegemony of 
masculinities in which female PE teachers are both marginalized and “othered” (Boler & 
Zemblyas, 2003; Flintoff, 2015).   
 
 
Critical Agency and Resistance 
 
 Yet, in spite of the vast potential for experiences of oppressive discourses, 
scholarly literature has also recognized how ethnic minority women teachers have 
developed a sense of agency and resistance to the dominant hegemony of masculinities 





an attempt to enact a sense of agency, women may recognize and resist dominant 
discourses of patriarchal power and reject the ways in which their experiences have been 
marginalized, ignored, or oppressed (Munro, 1998; Weedon, 1997). By navigating both a 
racialized and gendered identity, among other social factors, and by refusing to succumb 
to the emotional trauma of discriminatory experiences, ethnic minority female teachers 
have found ways in which to empower both themselves and other ethnic minority 
community members as well as develop self-affirming strategies (Carter, 2008; 
Rodriguez, 2011). As such, the validation and legitimation of the experiences of female 
PE teachers presents opportunities for developing “individual agency” and recognizes the 
possibility of multiple, fluid, and potentially “conflicting professional identities” 
(Dowling, 2006, p. 249).   
Ethnic minority female teachers may enact critical agency from within a 
marginalized position in order to find a sense of purpose, give back to their communities 
in meaningful ways, challenge exclusionary procedures, and resist “hegemonic practices 
which ensure and justify the social domination of some individuals by others” (Baez, 
2000, p. 385; Farinde, Allen, & Lewis, 2016; Kim, 2001; Mogadime, 2008). Phoenix 
(2009) notes that this sense of critical agency reflects the rejection of the representation 
of ethnic minority female teachers as victims since they do not “simply take on the 
identities society positions them to occupy but over time use their collective histories…to 
counteract the racism and sexism they experience” (p. 103). Instead of accepting a 
position of marginality as “disabling,” ethnic minority female teachers may successfully 






As a response to the struggle with the meanings created from their racialized and 
gendered interactions within white hegemonic schools, ethnic minority female teachers 
may employ many kinds of resilience (Carter, 2008; Solorzano & Bernal, 2001; 
Solorzano & Solorzano, 1995).  One such example is internal resistance, where an 
individual consciously critiques oppression from an awareness of the sociopolitical 
context of race in the United States while appearing to conform to institutional or cultural 
norms (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). Ethnic minority female teachers often develop 
“adaptive strategies for overcoming racism…that allows them to maintain high [levels of] 
achievement and strong racial/ethnic self-definitions” (Carter, 2008, p. 489). Another 
form of resistance identified in the literature is resilient resistance, where an individual 
survives or succeeds as a strategic response to experiences of racism and prejudice 
(Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). And finally, transformational resistance where “visible 
members of one’s own racial/ethnic and/or gender group actively demonstrate a 
commitment to social justice” in response to oppressive experiences related to social 
identifiers such as race or gender (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001, p. 322) 
Literature on the notions of agency and empowerment for ethnic minority 
teachers has established how, for example, resistance strategies such as transformational 
resistance have the potential to enable ethnic minority female PE teachers to enact social 
change within their communities. Resistance strategies that focus on working towards 
social change include developing an “awareness of the sociopolitical context of race in 
the United States,” taking a stand for beliefs or practices that “promote positive self-
validation”, and seeking out “self-affirming solutions that lead to empowerment” (Carter, 





want to improve the academic experiences of students of color, to support the educational 
transformation of their own communities, and to act as racial justice advocates” (Kohli & 
Pizarro, 2016, p. 74). The ethnic minority female academics in Baez’ (2000) study 
consciously chose to focus on race-related service as a strategy of coping with the 
difficulties encountered in their predominantly white institutions (PWI), thus engaging in 
social justice work as a response to oppressive racialized discourses of whiteness. 
 Serving as a role model and mentor for ethnic minority students is another way 
ethnic minority teachers enact a critical agency and create positive spaces towards social 
change within their teaching contexts (Farinde et al., 2015; Jean-Marie, 2006; Kim, 2001; 
Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). Additionally, ethnic minority teachers may self-identify with 
the role of educator in relation to correcting and breaking down stereotypes related to 
their race or ethnicity (Kim, 2001).  The responsibility of “giving back” to their larger 
ethnic minority communities and working towards social change is often deeply 
embedded within ethnic minority female teachers’ sense of self (Jean-Marie, 2006; 
Rodriguez, 2011; Williams, Brewley, Reed, White, & Davis-Hayley, 2005).  By making 
conscious decisions and actions as educators to challenge invisibility or exclusion 
through empowering self-actualization, ethnic minority teachers are able to negotiate 
meaningful educational spaces which resist hegemonic norms related to race, gender and 
other social qualifiers (Baez, 2000; Mogadime, 2008).  
This review of literature demonstrates how predominantly white schools can be 
potentially extraordinarily damaging sites of oppression and marginalization for ethnic 
minority female PE teachers. Yet, what is also clear from the literature is that many 





empowered by their sense of critical agency in working towards social change (Carter, 
2008; Mogadime, 2008; Rodriguez, 2011). As “powerful stories of struggle and survival” 
come to light, there are also many demonstrations of “exemplified…power of inner 
strength and unconditional belief” in ethnic minority female teachers’ determination to 
counteract the inequalities they have experienced by creating empowering, 
counterhegemonic microspaces within their greater sociopolitical environments (Carter, 







This qualitative study employed visual narrative inquiry as a means of “honoring 
and recognizing lived experience as a source of important knowledge and understanding” 
(Clandinin & Rosiek, 1997). Visual narrative inquiry combines storytelling with images 
in order to explore how participants conceptualize and reflect on their identities as 
embodied beings through meaningful, creative communication (Clandinin & Rosiek, 
2007; Gauntlett & Holzwarth, 2006). The use of images in this research offers a 
“concrete materiality” which provides a “versatile and movable scaffolding” from which 
participants can tell their life stories, particularly those that “lie on the fringes of well-
visited areas of inquiry” (Keller, Fleury, Perez, Ainsworth, & Vaughan, 2008, p. 429; 
Weber, 2008, p. 48).  Additionally, this method can be particularly “fruitful” in creating 
feminist knowledge about gendered subjectivities and identifying how women in 
education might visually represent themselves (Allan & Tinkler, 2015). Visual narrative 





and important knowledge while providing a space for the researcher and participant to 
collaboratively “hear silent voices,” disrupt stereotypes by providing counternarratives, 
empower participants by valuing their stories, and critique “unitary ways of knowing” 
(Creswell, 2013, p. 48; Munro, 1998, p. 5; Solorzano & Yosso, 2001).  
Since visual narrative inquiry is used as a “strategic, cultural tool [towards] 
countering prevailing, negative stereotypes,” it is particularly appropriate for addressing 
the specific purpose of this study (Cushing, 2007, p. 160; Farmer-Hinton, Lewis, Patton, 
& Rivers, 2013; Phillion, 2002). Visual narrative inquiry allows participants to use 
storytelling as a way to articulate the counternarratives of dominant discourses of those 
who may be marginalized (Allan & Tinkler, 2015; Farmer-Hinton et al., 2013; Solorzano 
& Bernal, 2001). This research method recognizes that to tell a story is not simply a 
means of self-expression; it can be a way for participants to make sense of a world that 
may or may not be familiar or welcoming.  Participants may need to negotiate their 
reflected identity and preferred notion of the self against stereotypes, prejudices, and 
discrimination (Allan, 2012; Allan & Tinkler, 2015; Berry, 2005).  As storytelling and 
counternarratives are both integral components of CRT and feminist poststructuralism, 
visual narrative inquiry is therefore an appropriate methodological technique for this 
research.  
Researchers have employed visual narrative inquiry as an enabling and 
empowering methodology to mobilize agency and thus, enable participants to “make 
sense of the self and to speak up about socio-educational issues” (Azzarito, 2012, p. 296). 
This is, in part, because the content is participant-driven, either shared, chosen, or created 





the discussion (Prosser & Burke, 2008). This research method “promotes respondents’ 
and not the researcher’s agenda, aids recall, and triggers unanticipated reactions beyond 
what could normally be expected from a [solely verbal] interview”(Prosser, 2007, p. 22). 
As participants discover that they are “not alone in their marginality,” they can become 
empowered by using their critical agency to tell “their own stories and the stories of 
others” (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, & Solorzano, 2009, p. 680). Additionally, this method often 
puts participants at ease as they engage in an activity “similar to a naturally occurring 
family event…, [and] pay less heed to [the interviewer’s] presence and perceived 
demands of the task” (Schwartz, 1989, p. 152). From this collaborative, dialogical 
process, visual narrative inquiry enacts a social justice perspective by attempting to “even 
the playing field” between the researcher and the participant and “shift or transfer power 
in the research process,” thus aiming to result in more equitable research endeavors 
(Packard, 2008, p. 63).  Specifically, this narrative study adopts a photo-narrative 
approach to explore how teachers view, construct, and understand their experiences, 
thoughts, and emotions related to their sense of self (Chase, 2005). 
 
 
Research Setting and Participants 
 
The participants of this visual narrative inquiry were five ethnic minority female 
PE teachers employed in predominantly white school contexts located in an urban 
metropolis in the northeastern United States. The participant criteria included: 
participants’ teaching experience in a predominantly white school context for at least five 
years; and participants self- identified as ethnic minority women. For the purpose of this 





of the student, teacher, and administrator population identified as white. The primary 
researcher located participants via a ‘snowball’ sampling technique of asking colleagues 
and professional contacts if they knew of anyone who met the participant criteria. This 
research received IRB approval from the affiliated educational institution of the primary 
researcher.  
Participants reflected a wide range of ethnicities, experiences, backgrounds, and 
identities. All names used here are pseudonyms to preserve participant anonymity. Kristi 
described herself as Chinese American and has worked at one of the most elite 
independent schools in the city for over 35 years, serving currently as the Head of Lower 
School PE. Erika is the Athletic Director and PE Director at an expanding, mid-tier, 
religiously affiliated school and identifies as Ecuadorian. Alicia teaches PE at an 
international, for-profit, independent school and is first-generation Filipino. Jade, who 
was born and raised in Canada and identifies as Trinidadian, is the Athletic and PE 
Director at a recently opened international independent school, identifies as Trinidadian. 
And finally, Serena, who identifies as African-American, and is the anomaly of the group 
in that, at the time of the interviews, she had only been teaching for three years at an 





To address the research questions, the researchers used a visual narrative inquiry 
and collected qualitative data from multiple sources: multiple formal interviews, informal 
interviews, personal narratives or diaries, and visual texts.  Specifically, the primary 





Creswell’s (2013) guidelines for narrative-based, semi-structured, and conversational 
interviews, coupled with photo elicitation (Pink, 2007; Prosser, 2007). The first interview 
protocol, a semi-structured initial interview, was designed to provide general insights into 
each participant’s self-representation of teaching PE and embodied identities. The second 
interview was a “conversational” interview that followed up on various themes that 
emerged from the first interview, as well as utilized photo elicitation to highlight and 
elaborate on themes or bring new elements to light. Photo elicitation is a visual method 
which involves a number of images created or chosen by the either the researcher or the 
participant and used to probe in-depth stories and precipitate interview dialogue (Keller et 
al., 2008, Prosser, 2007). In photo elicitation, the images are utilized as part of the 
interview in order to “aid recall and trigger unanticipated reactions beyond what could 
normally be expected from an interview” (Prosser, 2007, p. 22). In this research, 
participants were asked before the second interview to create a visual representation of 
their identity as PE teachers through any means they wished (photos, video, artwork, etc.) 
The second interview then included a discussion of the visual identity work, informed by 
Pink’s (2007) and Prosser’s (2007) depictions of this research method as useful in 
probing identity narratives. Finally, a third member check interview was completed with 
each participant in order to enhance validity, ensure accuracy, and provide a final 
opportunity for participants to share any additional information. The primary research 












The primary researcher organized and analyzed both the verbal and visual data 
using inductive and deductive analysis methods. During the data collection, the primary 
researcher had all interviews transcribed verbatim in order to inform the next upcoming 
interview with each participant. Analysis of the findings included a search for 
disconfirming evidence as well as “building detailed descriptions, developing themes or 
dimensions, and providing an interpretation in light of [one’s] own views of perspectives 
in the literature” (Creswell, 2013, p. 184). The basis for the inductive analysis was 
Creswell’s (2013) suggested method of organizing, reading, examining, coding, and 
finally interpreting all the data, thereby “building patterns and themes from the ‘bottom 
up’” (p. 45). The primary researcher read and re-read the transcriptions many times with 
the accompanying visual images in order to form codes or categories that help to 
describe, classify, and interpret the meanings that underpin the stories as well as link the 
visual data to the verbal narratives accompanying the images. From these readings, the 
primary research used the codes and classifications to develop broad themes, or “units of 
information that consist of several codes aggregated to form a common idea” (Creswell, 
2013, p. 186). The images provided by the participants provided evidence for either the 
verbal stories or potentially lead to examples of counternarratives or contradictions in the 
verbal stories. This analysis privileges participants’ verbal and visual narratives within 
CRT and feminist poststructuralist frameworks in order to examine how participants 
resisted dominant discourses of gender and race within their teaching contexts and how 





The deductive content analysis aimed to understand how the elements from the 
findings refer to the wider cultural context of which they are a part (Rose, 2007), and 
examined the data from the theoretical perspectives informing the research. Deductive 
content analysis aims to understand the “dimensions and dynamics of some phenomenon 
as it is enacted by intentional social actors in some time and place” (Dyson & Genishi, 
2005, p. 82; Gilgun, 2005).  In this type of analysis, the visual data serve to reinforce, 
deepen, and enhance the connections between participants’ stories and the theoretical 
constructs informing the research (Prosser, 2007). Images and verbal communication can 
work in tandem; images can become a part of statements and visual communication can 
elaborate verbal arguments (Harper, 2003). In order to enhance validity, data were 
triangulated through several sources, including verbal data, visual data, and written 
researcher reflections. When inductive and deductive analyses are used in conjunction 
within a dialogical framework, the stories, themes, and embodied experiences of 
participants come together to create a new story that provides insight and better 
understandings of their lived experiences as linked to the broader set of theories which 






The results of this study indicate that participants utilized their personal 
experiences of oppression and marginalization in ways that empowered and enabled  
them to use their critical agency and thus, enact various forms of transformational 
resistance. The participants in this study refused to embody a “victim role” as ethnic 





transformational resistance in opposition to oppressive discourses related to race, gender, 
and other social identifiers (Yosso et al., 2009). These many iterations of 
transformational resistance served to delineate a path for each participant towards 
arriving at a place of assertiveness and resilience through the notions of “rising up” and 
“giving back” to their school communities.  In spite of their consistent, daily, and lived 
experiences of racism, sexism, and other systematic marginalizing rhetoric, participants 
were empowered to disrupt stereotypes and work towards change within their microlevel 
school contexts (Carter, 2008).   
The first theme, “How are we going to change this…,” examines the specific and 
multiple means in which participants engaged in transformational resistance related to 
sexuality, race, and gender, as well as how this motivated them to work for disrupting 
whiteness and for social change within their school contexts. The second theme, 
“Confident in my skin…,” draws on these acts of transformational resistance to illustrate 
how participants’ sense of self as confident and capable PE teachers sustained them 
during challenging times and illustrates the importance of providing spaces for reflection 
that are safe, culturally relevant, and shielded from a “white gaze” for ethnic minority 
teachers. Ultimately, the positive meaning-making that arose from participants’ 
intersecting racialized and gendered teaching identities demonstrates how female ethnic 
minority PE teachers were able to re-frame their position within their schools as one 
informed by agency and power, which then enabled them to “rise up” and “give back” to 
their communities in an effort to enact both educative and social change (Farinde et al., 







“How Are We Going to Change This?”: Engaging in Transformational Resistance 
in the Fight for Social Change 
When analyzed from an intersectional analysis using both feminist 
poststructuralism and CRT, the first theme that emerged from the data indicated that 
participants engaged in various means of transformational resistance in reaction to the 
dominant hegemonies of whiteness, masculinity, and other intersecting forms of social 
oppression which were embedded within their school settings. By working to 
acknowledge and disrupt these discourses, participants were empowered through 
“transformational resistance” (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). The notion of transformational 
resistance draws from Giroux’s (1983) argument that resistance which represents the 
intersection of an individual’s critique of oppression and desire for social justice offers 
greater possibilities for empowerment and social change. Participants embodied this 
concept by identifying and critiquing discourses within their PE and wider school 
contexts that contributed towards systems of oppression and marginalization, and then 
attempting to destabilize or disrupt these discourses in various ways.  
The idea that resistance can be transformational is in opposition to more common 
assumptions within scholarly literature in education on the notion of self-defeating 
resistance, in which students demonstrate resistance through implicating or self-defeating 
behaviors that furthers their isolation or “re-creates the very oppressive structures they 
are attempting to critique” (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001, p. 322). Instead, transformational 
resistance fits within an agentic framework that recognizes the possibility for historically 
marginalized groups to first “acknowledge the problems of, and [then] to demand change 





how inequality, stereotypes, and oppressive discourses related to sexuality, race, and 
gender were not trivial but central to the ways in which they understood their lives and 
made sense of themselves within their school contexts (Amos, 2016; Morrison, 2008). 
The following section examines participants’ construction of their sense of self within a 
transformation resistance framework juxtaposed against potential social oppressors in 
order to better understand how participants critiqued existing social structures of 
oppression and, from this critical understanding, were then motivated to work towards 
social change.  
In a critique of the “respectable female image, [often] linked to perceptions of 
heterosexual femininity” (Flintoff & Scraton, 2005, p. 166), Erika, who identified as a 
lesbian, rejected the stereotyped negative associations of both participation of women in 
sport and being gay within her Latina community growing up while simultaneously 
disrupting stereotypes of lesbian female PE teachers: 
      [People were] like, ‘Get away from my kids. You’re going to teach them how to 
 be  gay.’ And [people] thinking I was going to be a failure because I was gay and 
 because, you know, ‘Basketball made me gay’. (Laughs)… I’m not a tomboy. I still 
 get crap for that now. I like being feminine, but I’m not going to wear a dress and 
 heels. I have masculine qualities with like, certain aspects of my behavior, but I have 
 also very feminine qualities. I like getting my hair done, I like getting my nails done. 
 But I also like to be an empowered woman. People see masculine qualities or, you 
 know, traits of being butch and that. And I don’t see myself as butch at all. 
 
Rather than align herself with the dominant discourse of heterosexism within PE (Clarke, 
2002) and reject or attempt to suppress her sexual identity, Erika instead used her high-
profile status as a former Division I basketball player and athletic director of the school to 
work to create a safe space for students who might be struggling with their own sexual 





      As long as I know I’m out, I feel like I’m like a posterboard going flying around, 
 right? So by me telling everyone that I have a girlfriend or I’m gay, then that’s—and 
 I’m of color, you can see it. I feel like I’m an automatic [diversity] committee just 
 walking around.  
 
Erika highlights her visibility and openness within her school community as a 
“posterboard” for gay and lesbian students and faculty as a way to make visible those 
social identifiers which are often “(in)visibilized,” particularly for “queer women and 
women of color” (Morris, 2003, p. 190). By explicitly acknowledging her intersecting 
lesbian and Latina identities, Erika disrupts the pervasive notion of “difference” related to 
heterosexuality within PE, which is produced “through the power of silence and 
absence,” and demonstrates an attempt at working towards social change by normalizing 
an “othered” identity within her school community (Boler & Zemblyas, 2003, p. 120).  
In an effort to construct their identities through the disruption of “normalized 
assumptions” and the “active process” of naming oppressive discourses (Boler & 
Zemblyas, 2003), participants demonstrated a conscious awareness of the role that 
racialized oppression and a hegemony of whiteness served in shaping their embodied 
identities as ethnic minority female PE teachers. However, participants refused to take up 
a “victim” narrative and instead focused on critiquing the “status quo” racism inherent 
within their predominantly white school contexts with “techniques and practices that 
challenge conventional…positionalities” in order to effect social change (Brown & Rich, 
2002, p. 94).  For example, Erika identified the possibility of her ethnic minority students 
feeling unsupported or isolated and therefore actively worked to hire ethnic minority 
coaches in order facilitate greater cultural connections for those students: 
      I like to focus on our kids here and making sure that our coaches are also of 
 diverse cultural backgrounds, so they can relate to them. So that, to me, is important 






In this example of transformational resistance, Erika is empowered by her own 
experiences as an ethnic minority female PE teacher in a predominantly white school to 
work to create a more diverse environment in order to better support the ethnic minority 
students in a school where whiteness is normalized and ethnic minority identities are 
“othered” (Evans-Winter & Esposito, 2010; Ladson-Billings, 2001; ). In another 
example, Jade first described how she spoke up at a school meeting on diversity about her 
experiences with consistent, race-based microaggressions. As other teachers in the 
session enacted a form of white privilege in which they were completely unaware that 
their experiences informed by a white identity might not be a universal reality for the 
ethnic minority students and teachers within their school community, Jade challenged the 
teachers’ colorblind perspectives: 
      Because when we had a diversity awareness day here with the faculty, some of the 
 things I was saying out loud, like a lot of the lower division teachers were like, 
 ‘Really?’ Like, they never believed that that could happen. Or they were kind of 
 blinded- ‘We need diversity here?’ ‘I thought we were diverse enough.’ And I’m like, 
 ‘No.’…That’s my biggest challenge here, is the lack of diversity…They’re working 
 on it, but you know, my daughter, she’s five and she came home the other day and 
 she said, ‘Why am I the only brown girl in my class?’  
 
Jade enacts a form of transformational resistance by rejecting the dominant hegemony of 
whiteness which positions the experiences of white teachers as “normal” to the point 
where it is unrecognizable or invisible (Flintoff & Dowling, 2017; Leonardo, 2009). 
However, instead of staying silent, Jade chose to speak up and challenge the 
misconceptions of her white colleagues regarding the diversity status of the school, and 
then recognizes the school’s intention to action while also lamenting how far they have to 





racism throughout her life to her commitment to working towards social justice, 
particularly within her predominantly white school community: 
      I think that’s probably part of the reason why I am so—I don’t know if 
 ‘passionate’ is the right word, but about ensuring this community is a little bit more 
 diverse, because I know what I went through. Just for the simple thing of like, 
 tolerance and understanding others and not being in your little bubble of everyone 
 [who] looks and sounds like you…You have to do an intentional outreach then. If 
 you’re seeing that  they’re [ethnic minorities] not applying because they say, ‘Hey, 
 I’m not going to come here because there’s no one there that looks like me,’ and we 
 have heard that before— Or you have to go to the conferences, you have to go to the 
 job fairs and make yourself visible and say, ‘Look, this is what we’re about. Please 
 come apply.’ 
 
Jade’s dedication to working towards social change within her predominantly white 
school community to be more inclusive exemplifies the notion of transformational 
resistance by her “conscious sense that individual and social change is possible” through 
resistance to racist and oppressive discourses of whiteness inherent within her school 
(Solorzano & Bernal, 2001, p. 320).  
Transformational resistance can play a role in liberating those who occupy a 
position within oppressive discourses as individuals are able to “think critically” about 
their sense of self in relation to their existence in a marginalizing environment (Ward, 
1996, p. 90). Participants all attempted to “challenge an unequal gender order” and 
recognized that doing so was “an important component for social change” (Pascoe, 2012, 
p. 15). Prior research in the field has acknowledged that PE teachers are “key 
intermediaries in the social construction and transmission of what counts as ‘gender 
legitimate’ knowledge, dispositions, and practices” and participants recognized their 
potential to disrupt or destabilized long-standing and widely accepted “truths” regarding 





The participants in this study offered critiques of the oppressive structures which 
reinforced notions of traditional masculinities embedded within PE and sport, and 
demonstrated how this critical awareness enabled them to disrupt the dominant 
hegemony (White & Hobson, 2017). For example, Erika aimed to “open her students’ 
eyes” to the disparities between men’s and women’s professional sport status by 
acknowledging the lack of attention given to women’s sports teams. One way she enacted 
means of changing the gendered understandings of her students was by arranging for 
them to attend a WNBA game in order to disrupt traditional notions of femininity 
regarding the physical capabilities of women in sport: 
      I had to explain to them, you know, ‘Women are in professional sports. You just 
 don’t see them on TV all the time.’ So then we went into like, what does a 
 professional woman athlete look like? And then we went to a WNBA game—And 
 I’m like, ‘It’s going to be amazing. You’re going to see it, it’s going to be real 
 basketball.’ And they were just kind of hesitant about it at first, but then after we got 
 there, they were just like, ‘Wow! That was…’ Their eyes popped out of their little 
 heads, their jaws dropped. And it opened their eyes to women in sports. 
 
Erika also reinforced her work on gender disruptions within PE and athletics by showing 
a photo of her championship boys’ soccer team and described how her tactics as an 
athletic director in scheduling games and providing an inspirational pre-game speech 
ultimately led to their success (Figure 10). In these instances, Erika enacted a form of 
transformational resistance as she attempted to “replace negative critique with positive 
recognition” regarding gender stereotypes of women in sport and the biological status of 







Figure 10. Erika’s soccer team. Erika: “I purposefully put [a certain team] at the end of 
the regular season, before play-offs, because I knew now they’re so cocky. And I’m like, 
‘And that loss against [that team]? Guess what? I did that on purpose.’”  
 
In another example of destabilizing traditional gender discourses, Serena 
described her experiences with stereotypes regarding traditional femininities constructed 
against dominant discourses of masculinities within PE, which serve to subordinate 
women within the field (Azzarito et al., 2006). She explained:  
      I feel like that I’m being judged that I can’t teach because I’m a female and there 
 are just things that that people feel that men can do better, they feel like men can 
 command presence in a room a lot better than a female.  I think [they] think because 
 you’re a female, you’re soft. And I’m not that…So they’re surprised when I put my 
 foot down and show them like, ‘No, you’re not going to walk all over me just because 
 I’m a female. It don’t work that way.’ 
 
Serena refused to play into the stereotyped role of “soft” femininity often associated with 





could be strong and empowered. This example reveals a form of transformational 
resistance as Serena both recognized her oppression and actively worked to deconstruct it 
towards a notion of agency where she could destabilize dominant discourses of 
femininities which are positioned as inherently inferior to notions of traditional 
masculinities within PE contexts (Dowling, 2008; Garret & Wrench, 2018; White & 
Hobson, 2017).  
PE and athletics served as a contextual backdrop against which participants could 
both critique hegemonic masculinity and affect social change through pedagogical 
practices by becoming “active agents in confronting the dilemma of gender positioning in 
teaching physical education” (Brown & Rich, 2002, p. 93). Pedagogies for social change 
can be “powerful and transforming…of inequity, difference, and traditional gendered 
subjectivities” (Garrett & Wrench, 2018, p. 98). For example, Alicia recognized the 
oppression of her school’s gendered and unequal appreciation for and recognition of the 
boys’ and girls’ athletic teams, which she actively worked to disrupt through her 
commitment and dedication to coaching girls’ basketball:  
      I come here and I see that like, the boys really overshadow the girls a lot. You 
 know, ‘Oh, it’s just girls’ basketball, it’s not boys’. All the sports teams: the soccer 
 team, the tennis team, the basketball team. So I didn’t want that to happen, not for 
 these girls. They worked too hard.’ I mean, that’s why I’m really trying to work hard 
 to make a name for these girls…and not just be overshadowed by a boys’ program. I 
 want there  to be a little bit of equity, especially for our girls.  
 
Similarly, Kristi described how she specifically focused on creating equity within the PE 
program at her school by actively critiquing the existing gendered practices of her 
colleagues and working towards subtle social changes: 
      We talk about female sports that we have. I don’t just say, ‘Baseball. [I say] 
 baseball and softball.’ I always include the counterpart, the girls’ sports. When my 





 conversations with them and say, ‘There are so many ways you could say [it]…and 
 break away [from separating by gender].’  
 
Finally, Jade illustrated her specific pedagogical practices that both aimed to empower 
her female students and push her male students to be slightly “uncomfortable” in their 
gendered understanding of notions of traditional masculinity by challenging existing 
gender hegemonies: 
       I’d try to partner people who would complement each other- A very talented girl 
 with a not-so-talented boy and vice versa, because I think it’s really important for the 
 boys to see that girls can do a lot of stuff…We’re doing a dance unit and I know the 
 boys are going to resist it, just because they’re too cool and some of them may really 
 want to, but because they need to be cool, they’re going to resist it…But we’re going 
 to make them all do it [because]…we want them to be uncomfortable and to get 
 through those barriers.  
 
All three of these examples demonstrate how participants were empowered to work 
towards enacting critical pedagogies in order to disrupt gender stereotypes in spite of 
dominant discourses within their school which prioritized traditional notions of 
masculinities (Garrett & Wrench, 2018). Gender and gender inequality were often 
foregrounded in participants’ narratives as they acknowledged that the fields of PE and 
athletics are permeated by discourses of traditional masculinity, which prioritizes 
strength, aggression, and domination (Azzarito et al., 2006; Domangue & Solmon, 2006). 
From this critique, participants enacted various means of transformational resistance in 
which they worked to disrupt the gender stereotypes they encountered and effect social 
change within their school contexts.  
While many theories of resistance in education position members within school 
contexts as passive subjects who are acted upon, transformational resistance has the 
potential to demonstrate how individuals “negotiate and struggle with structures and 





Solorzano & Solorzano, 1995).  As such, the notion of disrupting dominant discourses 
plays a crucial role in affording participants an opportunity to make meaning from 
interactions in which their own agency is established (Kohli & Pizarro, 2016). Solorzano 
and Bernal (2001) argue that transformational resistance within school contexts may 
ultimately result in social transformation, as opposed to social reproduction. As summed 
up by Alicia’s pondering of “How are we going to change this?” in regards to her 
predominantly white school setting, in this section we illustrated how participants 
demonstrated multiple ways in which they focused on enacting social change by first 




“Confident in my Skin”: How Positive Meaning-Making Enabled Participants to 
“Rise Up” and “Give Back” Within Predominantly White School Contexts 
 The second theme that emerged from the data analysis demonstrates how 
participants utilized transformational resistance in order to position themselves and 
become “assertive, powerful, resilient, and resistant” leaders within their school 
communities, sustained through their dedication and commitment to the field of PE and 
athletics (Ward, 1996, p. 88). Ultimately, the participants in this research were clear that 
they identified first and foremost as PE teachers -- before gender, before race or ethnicity, 
before sexuality, before any other social identifier, they were PE teachers and they 
wanted to be identified as such. Alicia highlighted this notion when describing how, at a 





space where she could be with her fellow PE educators and this was more important to 
her than engaging with teachers in other disciplines on issues of inequity: 
      And they [conference organizers] were just saying like, ‘Okay, so if you teach 
 English, you should go over here. And if you teach Math, you should be over here. If 
 you teach Science…’and I had nowhere to go… At that point I was just so checked 
 out because I was like, ‘Should I really be here? Is there like a room for phys-ed 
 teachers? Because I’ll go there.’  
 
The notion of identity negotiation is an important component to pedagogy as teachers 
represent themselves by communicating messages of who they are and who they are 
capable of becoming (Cummins, 2003, p. 51). By foregrounding their PE teacher 
identities, participants were able to “survive the numerous microaggressions maintained 
by institutional racism,” sexism, and other discourses of inequity towards healing, 
empowering, and resilient narratives of “rising up” and “giving back” as leaders within 
their PE communities and were sustained through their commitment to their discipline 
(Matias, 2013, p. 54). Instead of accepting their position of marginality as “disabling,” 
participants reconstructed their own “definition” of who they are to “reflect a positive 
image, rather than negative” (Rodriguez, 2011, p. 590).  
The phrase “rising up” refers to participants’ ability to cope with the stereotypes, 
racism, prejudice, sexism, and heternormativity “in positive, proactive ways” (Morrison, 
2008, p. 22).  Instead of “succumbing” to the emotional trauma of consistently navigating 
microaggressions as minoritized members of their school communities, participants made 
sense of themselves within their often conflictual or contradicting positionality with the 
understanding that they were working towards a “better future” and “giving back” to their 
communities (Morrison, 2008; Rodriguez, 2011; Williams et al., 2005). The strong PE 





educational communities and afforded them the means to refuse “to remain complacent 
or be perceived as defenseless victims” within the oppressive discourses embedded 
within their school contexts (Yosso et al., 2009, p. 679).  
Participants viewed their work in enacting change and “rising up” as a means of 
engaging in social justice transformation which “acknowledges that the forms of violence 
and microaggressions experienced by dominated and exploited groups are both 
normalized and officially sanctioned” within school contexts (Tejeda et al., 2003, p. 11).  
Ultimately, the scars that stemmed from their experiences of consistent microaggressions 
enabled them to forge new paths and “find their way” through their deepened 
commitment to the fields of PE and athletics. For example, Erika rejected the competitive 
and aggressive environment often found within PE in which hegemonic masculinities are 
deeply embedded and rewarded (Flintoff & Scraton, 2005) as well as reflected on how 
this assertive action was scary for her but she felt the results were worth the risk: 
      [I made PE] very non-competitive, where everyone felt included. There was no 
 exclusion. [And] there was a lot of collaboration, a lot of them being kind to each 
 other too. We worked on kindness and how to have constructive corrective feedback 
 with each other. And—and that’s the thing about change, right? You’re scared that 
 your kids are going to fail, but then look at what happens if you take that risk. I love 
 what I do because of the kids. It’s about them. And when you know that down the 
 road you changed their lives and you influenced them to where they did things that 
 they didn’t even know they could do, that’s the priceless part of it. So that’s what 
 keeps me going. 
Erika’s dedication to developing a notion of PE that fostered inclusivity and collaboration 
sustained her through varying degrees of racism, sexism, and homophobia that she 
endured during her tenure as an ethnic minority female PE teacher. She articulated her 
position of leadership within her predominantly white school context as “tied to social 





commitment to develop the PE and athletics programs in a way that disrupted dominant 
oppressive discourses as a way to “give back” (Jean-Marie, 2006, p. 99). 
Participants illustrated how the emotional scars that stemmed from their highly visible 
racialized and gendered position as ethnic minority female PE teachers located in 
predominantly white schools served as “fuel for the fire” as they worked for social 
change within their school communities.  However, rather than assume a “helpless 
victim” role, participants found their strength and resilience by dedicating themselves to 
transforming the field of PE and utilized their high level of visibility within their schools 
in order to act as role models for other potentially marginalized minority community 
members (Farinde et al., 2015; Kim, 2001). Several of the visual images provided in the 
interviews highlighted this theme as examples of how participants were able to reframe 
their identity within their schools from oppressed to empowered, thus sustaining their 
commitment to both their schools and the fields of PE and athletics.  Kristi shared a photo 
of herself (Figure 11) with a championship volleyball team and described the importance 
and impact of her role in working with young women in athletics. Alicia shared a photo 
of herself coaching the girls’ basketball team at her school (Figure 12), which she felt 
demonstrated her desire and ability to act as a “strong female role model” for both her 







Figure 11. Kristi’s volleyball team. Kristi: “I think being female myself, I think that it 
sets a role model example for the girls. Phys ed has changed so much for women… I try 
to make them [girls] realize that there’s nothing wrong with being athletic as a female. 
I’m trying to give them all these opportunities and push them to do better…I mean we 
don’t have to be little dainty things on the court. You can be aggressive and you can want 
to win as much as a guy wants to win.”   
 
Figure 12. Alicia’s basketball team. Alicia: “A picture of me coaching basketball with 





Serena shared an image (Figure 13) of the bulletin board she had created in her 
gymnasium, which she felt illustrated her commitment to making herself visible and 
present within her school community as a dedicated and informed PE teacher. 
In addition to the visual components, participants shared how their position as a 
role model for other potentially marginalized students, faculty, and coaches sustained 
them through navigating consistent racialized and gendered microaggressions (Farinde et 
al., 2015; Williams et al., 2005). Erika described how she not only enjoyed mentoring her 
coaches and PE teachers but she also openly acknowledged her sexual identity and aimed 
to serve as a role model in regards to this identifier within the school community in order 
to help her gay students navigate the emotional complexities of their sexuality within a 
constraining environment, saying: 
     A couple of them [students] came out to me. Because I feel like I can be a mentor 
here I am. If I’m out to my kids, they know. They can speak to me whenever they 
want. And they do. 
 
Erika recognized that many of her gay students saw her as a source of strength and 
support and felt empowered to assert her own identity as a Latina, gay PE director in 
order to help other students “rise up” alongside her (Matias, 2013; Rodriguez, 2011). 
Given that PE has a documented history of marginalizing female PE teachers who 
identify as gay (Griffin, 1998), Erika knew that she needed to re-frame her sense of self 
within her school community in order to succeed and work towards social change within 
her school. This sense of empowerment, along with a deep desire to “be there” for her 
students, which she demonstrated through being open with her sexual identity as well as 





through inner turmoil over constant negotiations for a safe space for herself and other 
marginalized community members. 
 
 
Figure 13. Serena’s bulletin board. Serena: “This is my first-of-the-year bulletin board, 
‘Meet Miss Serena,’ because I’m still meeting [everyone]. So now they know exactly 
who I am. Yeah, so that was my bulletin board [to make myself more visible].”  
  
 
 Participants linked the notion of serving as a role model or mentor to their highly 
visible identities as ethnic minority female PE teachers in predominantly white school 
contexts (Simon & Azzarito, 2017). As minoritized members of their schools, they re-
positioned a highly visible identity towards empowerment to both “rise up” and “give 





visual image that she felt demonstrated her life-long desire to give back to her community 
(Figure 14).  
 
Figure 14. Serena and her sorority sister. Serena: “When I went down to my school’s 
homecoming and we went out to all-black parties. So this is [my best friend]. [She] and I 
met in undergrad, sophomore year. We both pledged, I was in a coed service fraternity. 
We always did the community service, like the soup kitchen. I liked doing that stuff.”  
 
Additionally, Serena then framed this image within the idea that her visibility 
within her school community was extremely important in order to serve as a role model 
in order for other students to witness success stories of ethnic minority women in PE: 
       I just like the kids to see someone of color that’s actually positive and not what’s 





 just—they’re good, they have their degrees, they’re doing a good job, they can 
 actually teach. They [students] need to see a black educated female. 
 
Serena highlights a form of transformational resistance where marginalized or oppressed 
individuals might attempt to “prove others wrong” by confronting negative portrayals and 
then are motivated by these negative ideas towards success and social change (Yosso, 
2006, p. 320). Her highly visible position within her predominantly white school 
community became a form of power since students could use her as an example of 
someone to emulate as she disrupted stereotyped notions of ethnic minorities and 
dedicated herself to teaching as a way of giving back to her school community. 
In another example, Jade described how, as she overcame the emotional struggles 
of navigating a gendered and racialized microcontext which prioritized whiteness and 
hegemonic masculinity, she was able to “articulate a leadership that is tied to social 
change, institutional reform, and structures and processes of power and influence” (Jean-
Marie, 2006, p. 99; Azzarito, Simon, & Marttinen, 2016). Jade’s ability to “rise up,” 
highlighted by one of the images she chose to share (Figure 15), afforded her a legitimate 
position of strength and resilience within her school context and enabled her to resist 
dominant discourses of marginalizing oppression as she continued to give back to a 
community and field in which she was deeply invested:   
       Regardless of whatever trials and tribulations and frustrations I’ve gone 
 through—being a mom in this position, being a woman in this position, being a 
 women of color in this position—I absolutely love it. And I will never stay at a place 
 that I’m not feeling welcome and respected. I don’t let it define who I am and I know 







Figure 15. Painting in Jade’s office. Jade: “Everywhere I go, I get a good connection with 
a small group of women. It’s very important to me. The tres chicas [three women], it was 
just so special to me. So then I made sure I brought it here [current school].” 
 
In spite of the many forms of racism and sexism she has encountered, Jade created 
meaningful understandings about the value of her work and her role at her school, to 
which she was strongly committed and which afforded her resilience in response to the 
consistent microaggressions she experienced on a daily basis.  
 Finally, Alicia provided a summary of her experience participating in the study, 
which provided a safe space to reflect on her positionality as a Filipina, female PE 
teacher located within the context of a predominantly white school. She articulated how 
her participation in the research was helpful in “finding her way” towards a sense of 
confidence and assertiveness in her ability to succeed professionally while also 





      I think I’m starting to find my way…Which is to say like I think I found where I 
 can contribute, where I feel important. I [feel] pretty confident in my skin, I [feel] 
 confident in my discipline. I think this whole experience has helped me to reflect on 
 all my years of growth and learning more about myself. I feel like our meetings, the 
 questions really brought me back to places where I’m like, ‘Wow, is this really how it 
 started?’ And even after I leave here, I start thinking about the things that I just talked 
 about how meaningful these questions have forced me to like dig down deep so that 
 everything that comes out is valid. And it’s valid and it’s so real and it’s so raw. I feel 
 like it’s really helped me grow as a professional. This has helped me a lot to know 
 what I want in life and where I want to go in the future.  
 
This reflection from Alicia represents a means of personal growth towards resilience and 
resistance as she notes how she started to develop a growing awareness of the impact that 
the intersection of race, gender, and other social identifiers may have unconsciously had 
on her teaching identity (Bowleg, 2012; Dowling, 2006).  Additionally, she notes that this 
research process assisted her professional growth and that she will be dedicated to 
continuing that professional growth as a PE teacher as a means of sustaining herself 
within a context that is inherently marginalizing on multiple, intersecting levels.  
Participant’s enactment of “resistance for transformation,” where ethnic 
minorities are empowered through the “confirmation of positive self-conceptions,” and 
sustained through “strengthening connections” to their PE communities (Ward, 1996, p. 
95) resulted in various forms of empowerment through their dedication to both 
professional success and working for social change within their schools. In order to heal 
from the emotional trauma of representing minoritzed, intersecting social identifiers 
within their school contexts, participants drew on their commitment to the fields of PE 
and athletics in order to “rise up” and “give back” to their communities in powerful, 
resilient, and resistant ways. While discourses of whiteness and hegemonic masculinities 
impacted participants’ embodied identities as members of a school community with 





means of transformational resistance in order to re-position themselves as empowered 
women as they actively worked towards social change and were sustained by their 







This visual narrative research sheds light on ethnic minority female PE teachers’ 
empowerment to work towards social change within their predominantly white school 
contexts by legitimating participants’ transformational resistance to dominant discourses 
of whiteness and masculinity. Additionally, this research identified how notions of 
transformational resistance allowed participants to recreate their sense of self, not as 
victims of racism and prejudice, but rather as powerful and resilient individuals sustained 
by their commitment to furthering the field of PE towards more inclusive and critical 
pedagogies. We drew from the literature on both CRT and feminist poststructuralism to 
explore the visual narratives of the participants in which they came to understand 
themselves as assertive and resistant to hegemonies of whiteness and masculinity 
embedded within PE and their specific school contexts. From this set of data and 
analyses, we start to understand how ethnic minority female PE teachers can be 
empowered, even in school settings where they are isolated and marginalized, through 
enacting means of transformational resistance that enable them to work for change within 
their schools. We highlighted participants’ embodied identities related to the notions of 
“rising up” and “giving back” through their commitment to the field of PE as they 





of their learning environments. Drawing from the findings in this paper, it can be 
suggested that ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white 
school contexts, rather than break down or embody the role of a victim, are able to find 
means of empowerment in working towards social change via transformational 
resistance.  
Prior research indicates the vast array of oppressive discourses that ethnic 
minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white school contexts may 
endure (Simon & Azzarito, 2017) but the results of this study shed new light on the 
manifestations of embodied identity in which marginalized community members find 
their strength within the margins and feel empowered to work towards social change in 
their schools (Kohli & Pizzaro, 2016; Rodriguez, 2011; Ward, 1996). By recognizing the 
multiple, shifting, and fluid embodied identities of the participants and providing a space 
for each one to reflect on their sense of self as powerful and resilient beings, we 
demonstrate how participants refused narratives of victimhood and instead employed 
forms of transformational resistance in order to find meaning and value in their position 
as minoritized members of their school communities (Carter, 2008; Solorzano & Bernal, 
2001).  
The implications for the results of this research are multiple and varied. First, the 
results of this research indicate the “potential for reconstructing alternative expressions of 
gender identity in teaching physical education that might facilitate a more gender 
inclusive future for the subject” (Brown & Rich, 2002, p. 93). Participants were 
persistently and keenly aware of gender inequity, upheld via discourses of hegemonic 





inferior to men, and worked throughout their careers to disrupt the sexism that is so 
thorough enmeshed within traditional PE pedagogy and classrooms. The significance 
these teachers attributed to their gendered experiences as steeped in sexism validates the 
importance of legitimizing “life histories or narrative inquiries related to gendered 
constructions of power, resistance, and agency” (Munro, 1998, p. ). From the results of 
this research, we argue that PE pedagogies can and should aim to be “powerful and 
transforming [of] inequity, difference, and traditional gendered subjectivities” (Garrett & 
Wrench, 2018, p. 98). Indeed, if the experience of school is “understood and analyzed as 
a process in which certain social groups are positioned within asymmetrical relations of 
power on the basis of…gender,” then this research demonstrates the need to disrupt the 
imbalanced power dynamics which exclude, oppress, and marginalize women within a 
male-dominated field such as PE and athletics (Tejeda et al., 2003, p. 32; Azzarito et al., 
2006; Flintoff & Scraton, 2005). 
The second implication of this research concerns how schools are often sites of 
continued racialized oppression towards ethnic minority community members but serves 
as an important reminder that researchers should not rely on tropes of victimhood and 
subjection when engaging in work on diversity, racism, and multiculturalism. Rather than 
operate from a “deficit” or “savior” position, it is imperative that further scholarship in 
the field employ an agentic perspective that recognizes the autonomy of its subjects in 
reframing their experiences towards empowerment and validation. In other words, the 
agency of “othered” school community members should be centered within a deeper 
understanding of schools as sites of oppressive pedagogies in a series of steps forward 





embedded within the educational system in the United States (McLaren, 1998; Tejeda et 
al., 2003).  The results of this research highlight the importance in identifying how those 
located within sites of oppression can actually draw strength from their position of 
marginality and be “empowered by their sense of belonging to a group whose very 
survival has been dependent upon the collective ability to resist” (Ward, 1996, p. 97). 
The final implication of this research specifically addresses the notion of social 
justice, both as a research framework and as a pedagogy. As the “consequences of 
gendered racism” on the emotional and physical well-being of ethnic minority women are 
“staggering,” including “related risks such as an increased susceptibility to stress and 
depression” (Mogadime, 2008, p. 87), this research illustrates both the need for greater 
work towards “schooling for empowerment” as well as more acknowledgement of “the 
importance of critical agency in initiating social change” (Baez, 2000, p. 366; McLaren, 
1998). Participants’ survival at their predominantly white schools was dependent on their 
ability to reject victim narratives and instead re-frame themselves through 
transformational resistance as empowered to work for social change. Their mechanisms 
of developing “healthy callouses for survival” meant finding subtle means of enacting 
change within their school environments in order to attempt to make their educational 
communities more inclusive and social-justice oriented as well as mentor and act as a role 
model for other ethnic minority students (Matias, 2013, p. 54; Farinde et al., 2015). 
Rather than leave their predominantly white school contexts for schools that served more 
diverse student populations, participants made conscious decisions to remain at their 
schools and work towards social change in small but meaningful ways (Solorzano & 





field of PE afforded the participants a sense of purpose and allowed them to navigate 
their often-conflicted sense of selves over identifying as minoritized individuals within 
multiple lenses. By identifying where they could make a difference and working towards 
equality and diversity regarding many oppressive social identifiers, participants “found 
their place” within their schools and were empowered to “rise up” and “give back” to 
their communities. 
Ultimately, this research highlights the need for greater enactment of critical 
pedagogies, “where professional practice involves the struggle of transforming 
oppressive conditions and promoting social justice” (Dowling, 2006, p. 251; Ruiz & 
Fernandez-Balboa, 2005).   The profound statement of growth from Alicia highlights the 
critical need for safe spaces for ethnic minority female PE teachers in order to define 
themselves on their own terms as opposed to through a lens of whiteness or masculinity. 
Additionally, results of this research validate the idea that creating safe spaces for under-
represented groups within schools and in PE in order to reflect on their sense of self and 
self-representation within their educational contexts can have valuable and meaningful 
effects. This research illustrates how schools operate as sites of both racialized and 
gendered oppression and research in education must acknowledge and disrupt the 
asymmetrical power relations related to social identifiers such as race, gender, 
socioeconomic status, sexual identity and (dis)ability (McLaren, 1998). It is particularly 
important to engage in social justice work within school PE that aims to dismantle the 
“multiple forms of violence” which positions the “other” as outside the dominant 
hegemonies of whiteness and masculinity (Tejeda et al., 2003, p. 11; Azzarito et al., 





their practices, challenging traditional dominant discourses and paradigms about what it 
means to be successful and who is successful” (p. 494). 
While scholars and practitioners are starting to recognize the marginalization of 
minoritized members within the PE community of those who fall outside dominant 
hegemonies of masculinity and whiteness, this study serves as a reminder of the 
importance of engaging in research from a social justice perspective.  It is very clear that 
a need exists for significant progress towards enacting a “notion of social justice that 
acknowledges the forms of violence and microaggressions experienced by dominated and 
exploited groups…[as] both normalized and officially sanctioned” within PE and PETE 
contexts (Tejeda et al., 2003, p. 11). This study sheds light on how research from a social 
justice perspective afforded each participant a space to “experience constructive, critical 
affirmation…by encouraging her to think critically about herself and her place in the 
world” (Ward, 1996, p. 95).  This visual narrative inquiry highlights the strength and 
resistance that these “othered” teachers developed in response to navigating school 
contexts in which they were minority members. Moving forward, scholars in the field 
must continue to work to disrupt dominant discourses and binaries that position specific 
populations as “outsiders.”  By continuing to legitimate the empowered social justice 
work of ethnic minority female PE teachers, we can begin to destabilize and dismantle 
dominant hegemonies of masculinities and whiteness embedded within the field.  We 
need more research from a social justice perspective in order to work towards a PE 
discipline that is inclusive of all community members and disrupts binary discourses that 
position under-represented groups as outsiders, with the intention of creating more 
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This visual narrative research demonstrated the multiple, fluid, contradicting, and 
often-conflicted embodied identities of ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in 
predominantly white school contexts. The results highlighted how participants 
understood their intersecting racialized and gendered selves as situated within their PE 
and wider educational communities in both marginalizing and empowering ways. The 
primary investigator drew from the literature on CRT, whiteness studies, feminist 
poststructuralism, and teacher socialization theory in order to shed light on participants’ 
consistent negotiations of what it means to be a minoritized member of an educational 
context that is informed by dominant and oppressive discourses of whiteness and 
hegemonic masculinities (Brown & Rich, 2002; Leonardo, 2009; Munro, 1998).  
In “Singled out because of skin color…,” participants from the pilot study 
detailed their experiences with a multitude of racialized microaggressions related to their 
intersecting marginalized identities, and thus looked to other minority members of their 
school communities for support (Simon & Azzarito, 2017). Minute yet pervasive racist 
interactions worked to “other” participants within their educational communities and 
served as a means of reinforcing an “us” versus “them” binary which positioned 
participants as different or outsiders (Gillborn, Rollock, Vincent, & Ball, 2012; Ladson-
Billings, 1995). As such, participants’ sense of self was shaped by an underlying 
racialized embodiment which then emphasized the problematic enactment of a colorblind 





O’Bryant, & Harrison, 2004). This study served as both an important illustration of the 
varied, multiple, and fluid nature of each teacher’s embodied identities and also allowed 
the researcher to pilot and practice the methodological approach utilized for data 
collection and analysis. Ultimately, the results of this research demonstrated how 
structural or systematic sexist and racist discourses contributed to participants’ racialized 
and gendered embodied identities as ethnic minority female PE teachers working in 
predominantly white contexts (Simon & Azzarito, 2017). 
In the first manuscript from the full study, “Putting blinders on…,” participants 
shared how they enacted whiteness in attempts to render themselves racially invisible but, 
at the same time, experienced internal tension over their heightened visibility as minority 
members within a white majoritarian community. The analysis from this manuscript 
focused on how whiteness underpinned participants’ construction of their sense of self 
within their school communities as the ethnic minority female PE teachers consistently 
negotiated and re-negotiated conflictual racialized discourses while working to position 
themselves in such a way as to escape the emotional burden of a racialized embodied 
identity within a white majority community (Hytten & Warren, 2003). Ultimately, the 
“daily battle fatigue” (Matias, 2016, p. 195) of the participants resulted in noticeable 
internal turmoil as they attempted to assimilate into their schools’ culture of whiteness 
but were often identified publicly as “other” via a rhetoric of token multiculturalism 
(Hytten & Warren, 2003; Ladson-Billing, 1998).  This inner conflict or emotional trauma 
regarding the “othering” process can have significant long-term consequences on the 
mental and physical well-being of ethnic minorities as participants were forced to 





outsider within a white majoritarian community and, thus, potentially marginalized 
within their school communities (Azzarito, Simon, & Marttinen, 2017; Carter, 2007; 
Simon & Azzarito, 2017). 
However, as the results and analysis of the second manuscript from the full study 
demonstrated, in spite of continuously navigating racialized and gendered 
microagressions within their school contexts,  participants were also emphatically clear 
that their culminating narrative was not one of victimhood. The third manuscript, 
“Confident in my skin…” illustrates how participants were empowered to work towards 
social change within their predominantly white school contexts through notions of 
transformational resistance as a response to dominant discourses of whiteness and 
masculinity (Solorzano & Bernal, 2001). Additionally, this manuscript examines how 
notions of transformational resistance allowed participants to re-frame their sense of self, 
not as victims of racism and prejudice, but rather as powerful and resilient individuals 
sustained by their commitment to furthering the field of PE towards more inclusive and 
critical pedagogies. This analysis demonstrated the need to disrupt the imbalanced power 
dynamics which exclude and marginalize women within the male-dominated fields of PE 
and athletics as well as highlighted how those socially located within sites of oppression 
can actually draw strength from their position of marginality and be “empowered by their 
sense of belonging to a group whose very survival has been dependent upon the 
collective ability to resist” (Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006; Flintoff & Scraton, 
2006; Tejeda, Espinoza, & Gutierrez, 2003; Ward, 1996, p. 97). 
The  implications for this study are directly related to the problematic nature of 





numerous ways, provided support for the call for more critical research within the field 
from an intersectional perspective which aims to dismantle “the pervasive Eurocentric 
viewpoint that is given universal status” (Farinde, Allen, & Lewis, 2016, p. 116). 
Participants’ visual narratives were not unitary, fixed, or solitary; rather, when viewed as 
a whole, the results of this research demonstrated the significant complexities of 
engaging in identity work with potentially marginalized populations who embody 
multiple intersecting social identifiers along various “axes of oppression” (Bowleg, 
2012). As such, this study provided evidence towards a compelling argument for the need 
to enact research from an intersectional viewpoint by examining the ways in which the 
intersection of dominant discourses of both gender and race, as well as other social 
factors, informed participants’ sense of self as ethnic minority female teachers’ in 
predominantly white schools (Simon & Azzarito, 2017).  
Intersectionality provides a tool from which to examine and dismantle the 
structural forms of marginalization within PE (Delgado, 2011). When oppressive 
discourses of race, gender, or other social factors in PE are destabilized, PE has the 
potential to become a safe, inclusive space of empowerment and transformation where all 
members feel valued and respected. By conducting research from an intersectional 
perspective, the primary researcher aimed to facilitate greater understandings of how to 
re-construct school PE contexts which legitimate and validate a wide variety of cultural 
narratives, embodied identities, and lived experiences, and specifically center those who 
might be positioned outside the majoritarian norms of individual school communities 
(Tejeda et al., 2003). Overlapping or interwoven inequities within PE can be disrupted 





never the result of a single factor but are the result of intersections of dissimilar social 
locations, previous experiences, hierarchies, and power relations, all present in formal 
pedagogical settings” (Dagkas, 2016, p. 224).  
The analysis and results of this study indicated multiple practice-based 
implications which focus on how those with power and resources within schools, PE, and 
PETE programs have a responsibility to engage in social justice work centered on the 
notion of supporting and retaining ethnic minority teachers while also disrupting systems 
of white privilege within schools (Edwards, Bryant, & Clark, 2008; Mogadime, 2015; 
Williams, Brewley, Reed, White, & Davis-Harley, 2005). Teachers and administrators 
should actively work to destabilize pervasive color blind pedagogies and perspectives 
inherent within education by demonstrating their support and allocating resources to 
foster social justice work within their educational communities. Support and resources 
might include providing funds and staffing support for all teachers (versus solely 
minority teachers) to attend conferences or workshops that address issues of racism 
within education, or bringing in speakers or hosting workshops that specifically provide a 
space for community members to reflect on how white supremacy might impact the 
school community. Additionally, schools should actively aim to de-center whiteness 
within schools by hiring more ethnic minority teachers with the explicit intention of 
breaking down the pervasive colorblindness in which many schools engage. Classroom 
and PE teachers also need to enact CRP; critical PE curricula such as “Sport for Peace” 
(Ennis, 1999) and “The Body Curriculum” (Azzarito, Marttinen, Simon, & Markiewicz, 
2014) are examples of how to begin to make PE a space which resists gendered and 





teachers in schools, PETE programs need to actively recruit and support ethnic minority 
students and commit to hiring more ethnic minority professors within their departments 
so that ethnic minority PETE students have a greater range of potential mentors who can 
relate to their racialized lived experiences (Burden et al., 2004). Moving forward, it is the 
responsibility of educators, administrators, and state and national policy makers to ease 
the additional burdens ethnic minority teachers may face within potentially traumatic 
school climates, particularly given the increasing segregation and widening resource 
allocations occurring presently in many schools (Amos, 2016).  
Moving from practice-based implications to theoretical implications regarding 
race, racism, and inherent whiteness within schools, another implication for the results of 
this study illustrates how deeply rooted whiteness is within the broader educational 
system within the United States as well as within PE. All the participants in this study 
lived in a city of significant diversity, with over 85% of the public school system’s 
student population identifying as ethnic minority1. It is a city that deeply prides itself on 
notions of diversity and inclusivity for all its inhabitants. And yet the participants in this 
research still experienced these deeply racialized and racist experiences of teaching due 
to their predominantly white schools. As scholars have noted, notions of whiteness often 
run far beneath the surface of outright or open racism and this study reinforces this notion 
(Gillborn, 2005; Hylton, 2009; Leonardo, 2009).  
The results of this study demonstrated how deeply ingrained white supremacy is 
within education in the United States, even in highly diverse external settings, and how 
problematic this may be for ethnic minority teachers. While notions of white supremacy 






and whiteness are typically associated with outward acts of racism, this is misleading; 
instead, whiteness signifies the idea that political, economic, and cultural systems reflect 
white power and dominance, which is hidden (versus overt) and implicitly 
institutionalized in schools (Gillborn, 2006). The ethnic minority teachers in this study, 
who work in reportedly “diversity-valuing” schools and diverse neighborhoods, 
ultimately espoused colorblind ideals as a form of self-protection given the multiple 
forms of racism and oppression they experienced during their teaching career as physical 
educators. This research demonstrates the need for continued exploration of ethnic 
minority PE teachers’ embodied identities, particularly in regions where diversity might 
be less noticeable, where racism might be more open and identifiable, and where the 
historical impact of structural racialized segregation still permeates, in order to further 
understand the roles that whiteness and white supremacy play in shaping ethnic minority 
PE teachers’ sense of self.   
The final implication for this research relates to how notions of gender, although 
long-acknowledged as problematically constructed within PE and informed by a culture 
of masculinities (Dewar, 1987; Griffin, 1984, 1984), continue to be constructed from 
normative roles and stereotypes that female PE teachers must work to actively 
destabilize. The participants in this study were all acutely conscious of gender stereotypes 
and also of how they enacted varying forms of gender identity which disrupted the 
“masculinity vs femininity” binary. Participants also recognized that their gendered 
identities were not fixed but rather fluid and shifting, depending on their specific 
position, context, and social interactions. This research recognizes that validating and 





forms of empowerment and rebellion against patriarchal constraints (Munro, 1998). By 
acknowledging women as agents of their own re-definition of their relationship with 
physical activity, the structures and practices within educational settings that contribute to 
a lack of female engagement in PE class can be dismantled in favor of a more equitable 
setting for all community members (Garrett, 2004). The results of this research highlight 
the continued need to de-center hegemonic masculinity within PE curricula and 
pedagogies towards a more inclusive space where students of all identified genders and 
sexualities can explore their own physicality in a way that is equitable and safe. 
If “silence is the voice of complicity,” (Ward, 1996, p. 90), then the primary 
researcher aimed for this study to be a voice of disruption, rejecting dominant discourses 
which marginalize and oppress those positioned outside the established (white, male) 
“norms” of the PE community at large. Ultimately, this research demonstrates how issues 
of race and gender inequity continue to pervade all aspects of PE and PETE, and provides 
support for the underlying argument that there needs to be greater attempts to address 
some of the challenges of centralizing race and gender inequality within PE, as 
“difference and inequality has never been a major concern of practitioners and scholars in 
PE” (Flintoff & Webb, 2012, p. 573).  Additionally, this study illustrates the need for 
more research to engage in methodologies that challenge essentialized and hegemonic 
discourses which “construct difference as ‘a deficit’ or ‘other,’” and validate the 
experiences of marginalized populations  (Flintoff, 2014, p. 350; Flintoff, 2015).  It is 
crucial for current scholarship on this topic to move beyond negative models of 
difference (e.g. “deficit models”) and explore the “interwoven…individuals’ embodied, 





to further acknowledge and legitimate narratives of the “other” and commit to addressing 
issues of social justice in order to develop deeper understandings of “othered” 
experiences in PE (hooks, 1986). In doing so, as the findings from this research indicate, 
the clear imperativeness might emerge of  recognizing the complexity and plurality of a 
teacher’s embodiment and how much the PE community can learn from participation in 
dialogue with “other women” (hooks, 1986). Moving forward, we need to continue to 
perform research with a social justice agenda as a means of destabilizing and disrupting 
how whiteness informs educational policies and practices with the hopes of creating more 
equitable and diverse educational contexts. Drawing from this research, it is evident that 
those within the field have much work to do in order for PE to be a space that celebrates a 
diversity of bodies, abilities, and identities while simultaneously critiquing existing 
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Participant Recruitment Scripts 
Email Script for Recruitment of Subjects 
 
Dear _________________- 
The reason for this email is to invite you to participate in a research project as part of my 
dissertation study examining the teaching experiences of ethnic minority female PE teachers who 
work in a predominantly white context. This research project has been approved by the Teachers 
College Internal Review Board (Teachers College IRB Number 17-258). 
Your participation would encompass three approximately one-hour interviews, two of which 
would be informational and one of which would be a member check where you would confirm 
that everything written is accurate. The focus of these interviews will be your experiences, 
thoughts and opinions on the topics of race, physical education, and teaching.  
This research project will maintain participant confidentiality at all times.  Interviews will be 
conducted at the location of your choosing. Pseudonyms will be used throughout and the only 
persons with access to the data will be the research team. All data will be kept in a password-
protected computer that will be stored in a locked office at Teacher’s College, as well as any 
audio tapes. All data will be destroyed at the end of the research project.  
The risks associated with this study are minimal but reflection and awareness are major 
components to the interview process; the risks related to this type of introspection are that you 
experience emotional distress after speaking about your experience. If you decide not to 
participate, you can drop out at any point during the study with zero repercussions. 
Thank you so much for considering participating in this research project. I look forward to 
speaking with you more about it in depth and please feel free to contact me with any questions 











Telephone Script for Recruitment of Subjects 
Hi _______________- 
This is Mara Simon, I am a doctoral student at Teacher’s College and the primary researcher for 
my dissertation research project investigating the teaching experiences of ethnic minority female 
PE teachers who work in a predominantly white context. This research project has been approved 
by the Teachers College Internal Review Board (Teachers College IRB Number 17-258). 
If you are interested in participating, here’s what it would entail: three approximately one-hour 
interviews, two of which would be informational and one of which would be a member check 
where you would confirm that everything written is accurate. The focus of these interviews will 
be your experiences, thoughts and opinions on the topics of race, physical education and 
teaching.  
Please know that this research project will maintain your confidentiality at all times.  Interviews 
will be conducted at the location of your choosing. Pseudonyms will be used throughout and the 
only persons with access to the data will be the research team. All data will be kept in a 
password-protected computer that will be stored in a locked office at Teacher’s College, as well 
as any audio tapes. All data will be destroyed at the end of the research project.  
Finally, you should know that there are minimal risks associated with participating in this study 
but reflection and awareness are major components to the interview process; the risks related to 
this type of introspection are that you experience emotional distress after speaking about your 
experience. If you decide not to participate, you can drop out at any point during the study with 
zero repercussions. 
















Face-to-Face Script for Recruitment of Subjects 
 Hi _______________- 
How are you? My name is Mara Simon, I am a doctoral student at Teacher’s College and the 
primary researcher for my dissertation research project investigating the teaching experiences of 
ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white contexts. This research 
project has been approved by the Teachers College Internal Review Board (Teachers College IRB 
Number 17-258). 
If you are interested in participating, here’s what it would entail: three approximately one-hour 
interviews, two of which would be informational and one of which would be a member check 
where you would confirm that everything written is accurate. The focus of these interviews will 
be your experiences, thoughts and opinions on the topics of race, physical education and 
teaching.  
Please know that this research project will maintain your confidentiality at all times.  Interviews 
will be conducted at the location of your choosing. Pseudonyms will be used throughout and the 
only persons with access to the data will be the research team. All data will be kept in a 
password-protected computer that will be stored in a locked office at Teacher’s College, as well 
as any audio tapes. All data will be destroyed at the end of the research project.  
Finally, you should know that there are minimal risks associated with participating in this study 
but reflection and awareness are major components to the interview process; the risks related to 
this type of introspection are that you experience emotional distress after speaking about your 
experience. If you decide not to participate, you can drop out at any point during the study with 
zero repercussions. 



































Interview #1 Protocol 
A. Background 
Where are you from? Tell me a bit about your background, your family and your 
childhood. 
Where did you go to school? How were your experiences of elementary school? Middle 
school? High school? Post high school (college, graduate, etc.)? 
What is important to you about your cultural heritage? 
How important was physical activity to you growing up?  
What visual images or photographs of you growing up related to physical activity are 
significant to you?  
Why are they significant to you?  
What is it about these images that made you mention them specifically? 
How would you describe your experiences with PE growing up? 
Why did you decide to be a PE teacher?  What attracted you to the field? 
Were there people or experiences that influenced you towards this career? 





Describe your experience to get to that point?  
What visual images or photographs from your PETE program hold significance for you?  
Can you please describe them? 
Why are these specific images significant? 
B. Teaching Experiences 
How long have you been a PE teacher? 
Tell me about your experiences as a PE teacher thus far, starting with your first teaching 
position.  
What did you like or enjoy about the schools (if applicable) you have worked at? 
What did you dislike or struggle with about the schools (if applicable) you have worked 
at? 
How would you describe the atmosphere at each school (if applicable) that you have 
worked at? 
What parts of teaching PE do you enjoy? 
What are the difficult things about teaching PE?  
What are your future goals in teaching PE? 
How do you feel about the PE program at your current school?  





What visual images or photographs of any of your past or current teaching contexts are 
important to you?  
Why are these images or photographs significant? 
Interview #2 Protocol 
C. Teaching Philosophy 
How would you describe your general teaching philosophy? 
How has your teaching philosophy evolved over time?  
How did your PETE program impact your teaching philosophy? 
How has your past teaching experienced impacted your teaching philosophy? 
How has your current school context influenced your teaching philosophy? 
How does your current school fit within or support your teaching philosophy? 
D. School Context 
How did you come to teach in your current school?  
How is this school different from other schools you have taught at? 
How do you feel about teaching here? 
How supportive do you feel the school environment is? 
How do students/administrators interact with one another?  





Interviewer will thank participant for the first two interviews, recognizing the time and 
effort it took to be a part of this research project. 
 
-Please review the transcripts of your first two interviews. 
 
-Is there anything that you feel is inaccurate? If so, please tell me about it. 
 
-Is there anything you would like to elaborate on? If so, please tell me about it. 
 
-Is there anything that was not discussed in either interview that you feel should be? If so, 
please tell me about it. 
 
-If you would like, can you give me a final statement or two about your overall 
experience as an ethnically diverse teacher in a predominantly white context? 
 
*If the interviewer has any questions or needs clarification about something discussed in 


















Review of Literature 
The Hidden Curriculum: Racialized and Gendered Discrimination in Schools 
This section discusses how the hidden curriculum discriminates against ethnic 
minority teachers’ identities and experiences within predominantly white school contexts. 
The hidden curriculum in PE is located within specific discourses and ideologies that 
address issues of meaning making, knowledge creation, and the social construction of 
identity (Kirk, 1992; Tinning, 1991). Rønholt (2002) describes the hidden curriculum as 
the “knowledge [and] attitudes…that students learn as an unavoidable and unintentional 
consequence of participating in the formal, routine activities of school” (p. 33). For 
example, students might learn specific gendered ways of participating in PE, where girls’ 
participation is often viewed as problematic in that they are either unengaged or non-
competitive (Kirk, Macdonald, & O’Sullivan, 2006). These knowledges and attitudes 
become “regimes of truth,” which silence those in marginalized positions in schools 
through the construction of meanings that reflect the interests and beliefs of particular 
social groups (Dowling, 2008; Fernandez-Balboa, 1993).  As such, PE and PETE 
programs often reproduce a hidden curriculum, albeit perhaps unconsciously, through 
pedagogical and curricular practices which promote discourses of race and gender that 
prioritize whiteness and masculinity (Douglas & Halas, 2013; Rønholt, 2002).  
Prejudice and racism are both overtly and covertly reproduced within the hidden 
curriculum of physical education. Through “silence, invisibility, and exclusion…[as well 





through the hidden curriculum as whites “overwhelmingly occupy positions from which 
to determine if race matters and how race matters in physical education programs” 
(Douglas & Halas, 2013, p. 471). For example, the stereotype that black people are 
naturally athletic pervades PE, in spite of data that instead indicates high obesity rates 
and low physical activity rates for this population (Harrison, 2001). Additionally, this 
stereotype reinforces a binary of positive athletic performance but negative academic 
performance (Harrison, Azzarito, & Burden, 2004). A stereotype like this might seriously 
impact an ethnic minority teacher’s embodied identity and puts a racialized focus on an 
ethnic minority PE teacher’s physicality. In this way, the hidden curriculum reinforces 
the “majoritarian or Eurocentric story that is a natural part of dominant discourses” and 
excludes ethnic minority teachers who are not part of the white majority population in 
specific school contexts (Burden, Harrison, & Hodge, 2005, p. 12). This means that 
“implied and expressed communications, perceptions and values reflecting the dominant 
culture…are transmitted through the hidden curriculum in schools” (Harrison & Belcher, 
2006, p. 742). 
Cultural disconnects between ethnic minority teachers and white educational 
community members that emerge from the hidden curriculum may result in these 
teachers, who are outside the cultural norms of the school, being labeled as ‘different’ or 
‘problematic’ (King, 1994b). When the dominant school culture is a reflection of 
whiteness and Eurocentric ideals, ethnic minority teachers are positioned as outsiders, 
potentially excluded, and unfamiliar with the norms, customs, and communication styles 
of their educational community (Burden et al., 2005). This is important because cultural 





teachers (Harrison, Carson, & Burden, 2010). Additionally, teachers are often evaluated 
on their success within the classroom (or gymnasium) so poor evaluations may lead to 
probation or even dismissal (Hodge, 1997). Thus, a white school’s racialized hidden 
curriculum can have serious and long-lasting consequences for ethnic minority teachers.  
Knowledge, or that which is “known” in educational communities, is consistently 
created and re-created based on “authentic experiences” that reflect the “sociocultural 
contexts” of community members (Azzarito & Ennis, 2003, p. 180).  The knowledge that 
is valued within predominantly white educational communities reflects a specific set of 
values, norms and cultural codes all embedded within the hidden curriculum. If ethnic 
minority female teachers don’t “know” valuable information which is pertinent to the 
communities of which they are members, this could result in a cultural disconnect. An 
example of this cultural disconnect can be found in Oliver, Hamzeh, and McCaughtry’s 
(2009) research on Latina girls’ lack of participation in PE, where it was found that the 
values and norms in PE did not match the dominant discourses of Latina femininity. 
While the researchers believed the girls were not participating because they were not 
interested in PE, the results demonstrated that the Latina girls in the study wanted to be 
“girly girls” and, at the same time, they wanted to participate in PE in a culturally 
relevant way that aligned with their values, norms and experiences. This example 
illustrates the idea that it is important to confront the fact that “experiences [and 
knowledge] of underrepresented groups are often significantly different and potentially 
disconnected from those of the dominant culture” (Burden et al., 2005, p. 2).  
Since ethnic minority female PE teachers may face multiple forms of 





and norms within PE must be examined as well. The hidden curriculum in PE is based on 
Western, European, male, and heteronormative values and practices (Chepyator-
Thomson & Ennis, 1997). These values prioritize and prize traditionally masculine traits 
such as power, aggression, and strength, resulting in the marginalization of female PE 
teachers (Azzarito & Solmon, 2009; Thorne, 1993). A gendered hidden curriculum has 
been embedded within PE and PETE programs for decades as educators have historically 
cultivated an environment informed by a culture of masculinity (Griffin, 1983; Griffin, 
1984; Dewar, 1987).  
Gendered assumptions about physical abilities that are reproduced within the 
hidden curriculum position women as biologically, inherently inferior to men (Wright, 
1999), and often render female community members either invisible or un-engaged and 
dis-interested participants (Flintoff & Scraton, 2006). This is problematic because it can 
lead to the alienation and disengagement of anyone who does not fit within the confines 
of what it means to be male or female in PE (Azzarito, Solmon, & Harrison, 2006; Sirna, 
Tinning, & Rossi, 2010; Dowling, 2006). For example, Rønholt’s (2002) discourse 
analysis of a Danish PE class connected masculinity to the competitive aspect of the class 
activity (running), thus constructing the class activity as a means of performing qualities 
of masculinity. Biological, rigid, and narrow constructions of gendered teaching in PE are 
one way the hidden curriculum serves to reproduce patriarchal power relations in which 
ethnic minority female PE teachers are marginalized and “othered” (Flintoff, 2015).   
The hidden curriculum is a product of the discourses, ideologies, and knowledge 
produced and disseminated within a specific school context by those in power.  When 





have an impact on teachers located outside the majoritarian population of their school, 
such as ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly white school 
contexts. Based on this, the question arises: How does this impact their teaching 
experiences and is there a cultural disconnect between what these teachers are familiar 
with based on lived experiences and what is expected within their school community? 
Acknowledging and dismantling the hidden curriculum in PE is one of the first steps 
towards creating an inclusive school context where all potentially marginalized 
community members feel comfortable and versed in engaging as welcomed community 
members with valuable insights, ideas and experiences (Chepyator-Thomson & Ennis, 
1997Fernandez-Balboa, 1993).  
 
Culturally Relevant Pedagogy: Addressing Issues of Racism and Homogeneity in 
PETE Programs 
Racial inequality is embedded within educational systems, communities, and 
contexts within the United States (Ladson-Billings, 2001). In order to link these notions 
to physical education, I rely on Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (CRP) as a framework for 
examining the ways in which whiteness is valued as the cultural norm within PE and 
PETE programs. In this section, drawing from the application of CRP in PE and PETE, I 
argue that a dominant culture of whiteness institutionalized in schools functions to de-
center and marginalize ethnic minority teachers. There continues to be a low 
representation of ethnic minority teachers in PE, and issues of inequality and racism are 
still prevalent as the hidden curriculum legitimizes a Eurocentric culture in PE and PETE 





2005; Douglas & Halas, 2013; Flintoff, Dowling, & Fitzgerald, 2015; Flintoff & Webb, 
2012; Ladson-Billings, 2011).  
PE continues to reflect white hegemony and to lack in both diversity and cultural 
relevancy (Azzarito, Marttinen, Simon, & Markiewicz, 2014). Instead of enacting critical 
pedagogies with the intention of raising awareness related to inequity across social strata, 
PE and PETE programs remain neutral on issues of race, gender, and class (Burden, 
2011; Butt & Pahnos, 1995). This lack of critical awareness serves to maintain white 
privilege and deny or minimize the fact that racial and ethnic minorities may experience 
racism and discrimination within white school contexts. The current structure and 
composition of schools evidences “systemic racism…[with] profound social cost to these 
patterned racial exclusions; the arrangements, priorities and practices of these faculties 
have created disciplinary spaces that exclude the presence, perspectives, experiences and 
contributions of racially marginalized groups” (Columna, Foley, & Lytle, 2010, p. 298).   
Based on the ways in which whiteness is positioned as the ‘norm’ within 
educational contexts, CRP moves to challenge cultural deficit discourses about ethnic 
minority school community members by recognizing and embracing the wealth of 
diverse cultural knowledges and values these members contribute to their schools (Allen, 
Jackson, & Knight, 2012).  The enactment of CRP can help teachers move towards a 
“more expansive pedagogy…that include[s] the larger social and cultural contexts of 
students” (Ladson-Billings, 1995, p. 483). CRP is framed around three central tenets: 
academic achievement, cultural competence, and socio-political consciousness (Ladson-
Billings, 2001). Academic success includes: defining clear goals for student achievement; 





produced, not reproduced, by students. Cultural competency means using students’ 
cultures as the basis for learning, promoting respect for students’ cultures, and cultivating 
an understanding of the way cultural backgrounds serve to define and construct identity. 
Finally, a sociopolitical consciousness recognizes that the situated knowledge generated 
in schools is located within a larger sociopolitical context, and incorporates elements of 
social justice into curricula.  Additionally in CRP, ethnic minority school community 
members must be centered in curricula in order to tap into a “wide range of cultural 
beliefs, experiences, contributions, and perspectives” (Gay, 2010, p. 34). 
Scholarship on CRP is wide-ranging and multifaceted. Some scholars have 
examined the pedagogical practices and conceptions of teaching that engage in CRP 
(Fitchett, Starker, & Salyers, 2012; Gay & Kirkland, 2003; Howard, 2003; Lipman, 1995; 
Powell, 1997) Some have examined the ways in which teachers can “honor [ethnic 
minority] children’s multiple voices and cultural practices” (Dutro, Kazemi, Balf, & Lin, 
2008; Souto-Manning & Mitchell, 2010, p. 275; Young, 2010). Others in this field of 
research have focused on challenging cultural deficit discourses that have become 
synonymous with working in ethnically diverse educational settings (Allen, et al., 2012; 
Au, 1980; Cochran-Smith, 1995). However, in PE and PETE scholarship, there is still a 
dearth of research on how PE can integrate CRP to construct more inclusive and 
equitable school environments. While there have been a few studies on the topic, there is 
an urgent need to understand the Eurocentric, white, dominant culture that is pervasive in 
school PE. More than two decades ago, this strain of research on CRP in PE started as 
simply addressing ways to make PE more “multicultural” (Butt & Pahnos, 1995; 





there are some PE curricula that have successfully enacted culturally relevant pedagogies 
using a diversity of pedagogical practices that reflect student interests and experiences 
(Marttinen, Simon, & Phillips, 2015). However, while many PE teachers appreciate 
cultural differences, support culturally diverse teaching practices, and would like to enact 
CRP in their classes, they often feel unprepared or lacking in skills in order to do this 
(Columna et al., 2010). As such, PE and PETE continue to reflect white, Eurocentric 
discourses that potentially marginalize ethnic minority school community members. 
PE scholars who research this topic have called for the increased use of both 
culturally relevant pedagogies and culturally sensitive research paradigms as a way to 
broaden and legitimize all school community members’ experiences (Azzarito, Simon, & 
Marttinen, 2016; Chepyator-Thomson, You, & Russell, 2000; Choi & Chepyator-
Thomson, 2011; Cothran & Ennis, 1999; Flory & McCaughtry, 2011; Torrey & Ashy, 
1997).  What has emerged from the limited research on race and racism within PE is a 
clear focus on PETE as an agent for positive systematic or structural change. Increasing 
the population of ethnic minority teachers is frequently suggested as a means of working 
towards more equitable and inclusive PE experiences (Butt & Pahnos, 1995; Harrison et 
al., 2010; Hodge & Stroot, 1997; Smith, 1993). The research in this vein focuses on two 
main issues: first, the problem with homogeneity of PETE students and faculty; and 
second, the issue with lack of CRP embedded within PETE programs (Burden et al., 
2004; Harrison et al., 2010).  
Research and teaching in PETE are situated within Eurocentric paradigms and 
ideologies, leading to a fundamentally white perspective and the validation of white 





particularly noticeable when examining the diversity of PETE faculty, which remains 
mostly white despite initiatives to increase numbers over the last few decades (Harrison 
& Belcher, 2006; Hodge & Wiggins, 2010). Ethnic minority PETE faculty members have 
historically been excluded from Predominantly White Institutions (PWI) and often feel 
isolated and marginalized within these communities (Anderson, 2002). Burden et al. 
(2005) found that ethnic minority faculty in PWI “lacked information about tenure and 
promotion, encountered unsupportive work environments, experienced language barriers 
and gender bias, and lacked mentoring and support from colleagues” (p. 2). Ethnic 
minority faculty members are often less represented in “senior leadership positions, and 
are more likely to teach in schools with multi-ethnic intakes, and with lower overall 
academic performance” (Flintoff, 2015, p. 196).  
One way to disrupt the hegemonic racialized norms within PETE programs is to 
provide opportunities for all PETE faculty members to understand and reflect on their 
own assumptions, biases, and stereotypes, as well as learn ways to incorporate CRP into 
their curricula. Ruiz and Fernandez-Balboa (2005) reported that the PETE professors in 
their research could not define CRP and only integrated some parts into their curricula 
and pedagogies, thus lacking specific and thorough knowledge about the subject. Results 
from Burden, Hodge and Harrison’s (2012) study indicated that some PETE faculty 
members still hold ethnocentric views on ethnic minority community members and were 
therefore uncomfortable initiating multicultural pedagogies. While most of the PETE 
faculty in Burden et al.’s (2012) study reportedly valued culturally diverse teaching 
practices, attempted to integrate strategies into their pedagogical practices, and strongly 





worried they lacked the competency and knowledge to enact multicultural pedagogies, 
which often prevented them from acting (Burden et al., 2012). While it is encouraging 
that there are teacher educators who recognize the benefits to a diversification of faculty 
and students within PWI, and acknowledge that culturally relevant pedagogies could be a 
helpful tool in resisting white hegemony, there is still much work to be done in promoting 
the integration of CRP in PETE by faculty members (Azzarito & Simon, 2016). 
Literature also indicates that PETE programs need to embed CRP into program 
curricula in a way that moves beyond a single course or individual teacher. This is 
because CRP can serve as a tool to bridge potential cultural disconnects between teachers 
and students who bring to the classroom a variety of cultural contexts and values 
(Azzarito & Simon, 2017; Burden et al., 2005; Burden et al., 2012; Flintoff, 2015). 
However, the majority of the research on this topic has focused on white pre-service 
teachers working with ethnic minority study populations. Many white pre-service 
teachers reported they felt unprepared to work with diverse student populations and had 
limited conceptions of what multicultural education might look like due to the fact that 
their PETE program experiences ignored these issues (Bakari, 2003; Burden et al., 2012; 
Chepyator-Thomson et al., 2000; King, 1994b). Culp, Chepyator-Thomson and Hsu 
(2009) examined white pre-service teachers’ experiences within a multicultural teaching 
practicum, arguing that there is a need to place pre-service teachers in diverse 
environments, particularly for teacher-candidates who reflect both hegemonic ideals and 
the majoritarian population of students in PETE (e.g., white and male). Burden (2011) 
examined the issues surrounding white pre-service teachers’ color-blind racial attitudes, 





service teachers who reported frequent contact with a diverse student population had 
significantly less color-blind attitudes than those who reported having minimal cross-
racial contact. PETE programs typically expose students to one-dimensional experiences 
of PE by having participants student-teach in predominantly white schools or by ignoring 
issues of inequality and social justice in PE, which leaves white pre-service teachers 
unprepared as culturally competent educators (Burden, 2011; Flintoff, 2015). 
In addition to failing to expose PETE students to a plurality of students and 
teaching experiences, many PETE programs do not address the ways in which a racial 
identity and minority status may impact ethnic minority students in PETE programs 
(Burden et al., 2012).  There is a significant lack of ethnically diverse teacher candidates 
entering PETE programs in both masters and doctorate programs (Melville & 
Hammermeister, 2006; Smith, 1993). This suggests the need for both increased, 
aggressive recruitment and specific financial assistance for ethnic minority students in 
lieu of the traditional color-blind recruitment strategies schools often enact (Crase & 
Walker, 1988; King, 1994a). Ethnic minority pre-service teachers’ experiences in PETE 
programs often include marginalization, racism, and a lack of support (Smith, 1993; 
Hodge & Stroot, 1997). It is important to explore this further as “information concerning 
the experiences of [ethnic minority] physical educators also adds to our understanding of 
the barriers and support mechanisms for [ethnic minority] educators” (Hodge & Stroot, 
1997, p. 52). PETE programs need to foster the academic and professional aspirations of 
ethnic minority students in order to create an environment where these students are 
welcomed and valued as contributing program members with a wealth of cultural 





Ethnic minority pre-service teachers in predominantly white PETE programs 
often perform a series of negotiations in the struggle to find a place where they feel 
accepted and included (Flintoff, 2014, 2015). Flintoff and Webb (2012) noted how many 
ethnic minority pre-service teachers in their research project felt both “invisible” and 
“super visible” by being expected to “talk for” all minority groups, but also often chose to 
shy away from discussing race or racism as a way to assimilate into their educational 
communities (p. 575). The socialization of ethnic minority teachers in the development of 
their teacher-identity has been reported as a harrowing process, with many describing 
experiences of both racial discrimination and negative pressure to prove oneself and 
one’s teaching abilities (Burden et al., 2004; Flintoff, 2015; McNamara & Basit, 2004).  
Since no HBCU offers a doctorate degree in PE, ethnic minority doctoral students have 
described feelings of isolation, lack of support, loneliness, and being discriminated 
against while attempting to attain degrees at PWI (Hodge & Stroot, 1997). 
Social isolation, disengagement, intellectual inferiority stereotypes, double 
standards, and scholarship biases all have been shown to impact ethnic minority pre-
service teachers’ experiences in PETE programs as many ethnic minority school 
community members perceive both a lack of available resources and that their white 
counterparts have significantly more power and influence over career advancements 
(Burden et al., 2005). One way to help ethnic minority pre-service teachers acclimate to 
their predominantly white school environment is through mentorship with ethnic minority 
professors but, as previously noted, there are very few ethnic minority faculty members 
in PETE programs (Hodge, 1997; Sirna et al., 2010). The importance of the relationships 





and students has been determined to be a key element of the socialization process towards 
becoming a teacher, thus demonstrating the sincere need for more ethnic minority PETE 
faculty and PE teachers (Hodge & Stroot, 1997; Sirna et al., 2010).  
 There is danger in the inherent ethnocentricism within PE and PETE programs, 
where ethnic minority students may be exposed to certain assumptions that devalue their 
cultural identities within educational contexts (Burden et al., 2004). Both teachers and 
students must “learn one another’s cultural codes and respect [each other’s] differences” 
in order to build a “sense of community” (hooks, 1986, p. 135). To respect diversity does 
not mean all community members are the same or uniform; instead, it is important to 
acknowledge one another’s differences in spite of the pervasive dominant discourse of 
“fearing difference” (hooks, 1986,    p. 135). Flintoff (2015) explored how ethnic 
minority students negotiate an identity within PETE programs in relation to other social 
categories, such as gender and socioeconomic status.  The participants in this research 
were wary of being singled out because of their ethnicity due to the marginalization and 
stereotyping of ethnic minority teachers. One female participant who is Muslim and 
wears a head scarf described how an administrator assumed she was there for a “dance or 
drama interview” rather than PE,  automatically positioning this woman as “out of place” 
(p. 199) and relying on stereotypes of Muslim women as inactive. A black male 
participant noted how he was stereotyped as being unable to swim, even though he had 
“passed the first two years of swimming without a problem but that’s just the one area 
you sort of walk into and…you sort of feel as though everyone is looking at you.” (p. 





insight into students’ experiences of the limited and singular nature of PETE pedagogies, 
practices, and structures.  
Whiteness still operates as the taken-for-granted norm in PE, allowing those who 
identify as white the privilege and luxury of avoiding race altogether (Flintoff et al., 
2015).  By exploring the shared narrative of the experiences of those who fall outside the 
arena of whiteness, new avenues can be paved for exploring what this means for social 
justice issues within PE, how notions of power and privilege work to perpetuate and 
extend discourses of whiteness, and how to engage students and teachers on issues of 
equality and diversity. Flintoff et al. (2015) argue that “knowledge about a situation is a 
critical tool in dismantling it” (p. 3); it is vital to explore, challenge, and disrupt 
discourses of race, racism, and whiteness as constructed in the everyday experiences of 
schooling and teacher education. 
 
 
“We Are our Bodies”: Exploring Racialized and Gendered Teachers’ Identities in 
School 
 
In this third section, I examine how the intersectionality of gender and race shapes 
ethnic minority female PE teachers’ embodied identity. As PE and PETE programs 
continue to enact a culture of whiteness that situates ethnic minority community members 
as “other,” understanding teachers’ lives and identities as female ethnic minority physical 
educators becomes important in disrupting the hegemonic discourses of whiteness that 
uphold both white privilege and patriarchy. Since the body is the inherent, physical form 
of the self that serves to inform and shape identity development through the engagement 
of cultural and societal values, norms and contexts, embodiment plays an important role 





Before examining notions of embodiment as related to intersectionality, the ableism that 
pervades the connections between a culture of masculinity in PE and a PE teacher’s 
embodiment must be acknowledged. Scholarship on issues of disability in PE, similarly 
to issues of race and gender, is limited and this topic has been historically marginalized 
within the field (Block & Obrusnikova, 2007; Flintoff & Scraton, 2005). PE programs 
often privilege able-bodies and skilled bodies, which connects to the dominant culture of 
masculinity since “manliness and masculinity [are] equated with one’s [physical] ability” 
(Parker, 1996, p. 146). Hegemonic discourses of masculinity in PE presume a physically-
abled body, specifically one that is competent and skilled, thus reinforcing a deficit 
position when addressing disability in PE (Anzul, Evans, King, & Tellier-Robinson, 
2001; Azzarito & Katzew, 2010; Smith & Thomas, 2005).  
Embodied identity, or the social interactions that “form selves through language 
and material practices,” is enacted in relation to institutional and cultural discourses 
(Wright, 2000,  p. 38). As Caddick (1986) writes, “we are our bodies and only in and 
through them do we know ourselves and our relationship with others” (p. 76). Who we 
are as physical beings intersects with who we are as intellectual and emotional beings, 
which all intertwine together to form our identities, or how we place ourselves in the 
world in which we live (Caddick, 1986). But if embodied identities are represented 
through the “interactions of individuals as specific representations of the body” (Wright, 
2000, p. 37), what happens when there is a cultural disconnect between one’s 
body/embodiment, and the rest of the community within which one is situated? The 





significant impact on the everyday experiences of ethnic minority teachers who work in 
predominantly white school contexts (Wright, 2000). 
Identity formation can be defined as “an ongoing process of negotiating social and 
cultural contexts of schools and society, which is also influenced by past experiences and 
biographies” (Sirna et al., 2010, p. 72). Shared experiences by a group of oppressed 
people are the basis for identity politics as “the cause of oppression is not identities but 
the context in which they exist” (Puigvert, 2003, p. 110; Weedon, 1997). In this way, the 
negotiation of power relations and imbalances becomes integrated into identity 
formation, particularly for community members outside the majoritarian group. The 
examination of racialized and gendered experiences serves as a reminder of the powerful 
ways in which social factors can shape teaching identities (Sirna et al., 2010). When 
recognizing and examining the intersection of cultural contexts and positionality within 
the complex and varied constructions of power relations, it is important to reflect on the 
ways in which individuals respond to and come to understand their own fluid identities 
(Flintoff, Fitzgerald, & Scraton, 2008).    
Educational contexts provide opportunities for all community members to 
develop self-identity through reflection and dialogue that develops richer, deeper 
understandings of their contextual lives (Dowling, 2006). Education as a community of 
practice helps to shape individual identities in relation to negotiated and shared meanings 
and values among community members (Sirna et al., 2010). As Tom, one of the 
participants in Sirna et al.’s (2010) research, noted, “I think it is important for teachers to 
feel a part of the culture and feel valued” (p. 77). As embedded, embodied, and 





are dominant and accepted within their specific educational context (Payne & Hickey, 
1997). This can be problematic if an educator is located ‘outside’ these dominant norms, 
values and customs. For example, African American PETE faculty are very aware of the 
“historic and contemporary dominant Eurocentric ideologies and paradigms (p. 6)” that 
determined the shared values of their educational contexts  (Burden et al., 2005). 
Differing cultural values, norms, and expectations may result in disconnects between 
ethnic minority teachers and white school communities, which can have long-lasting and 
significant effects on an ethnic minority teacher’s identity construction. 
PE offers a unique perspective on teacher embodiment due to the focus on 
physicality, or how the body is experienced in and through physical activity (Garrett, 
2004). In PE, relevant topics related to identity formation, such as body shape and size as 
well as constructs of masculinity, femininity, and race, become regulators that require 
students to accept and conform to certain discourses about which identities are desirable 
(Azzarito et al., 2014).  For example, Sirna et al. (2010) found that during training, the 
identity formation of pre-service PE teachers was constrained by power dynamics and 
structural contexts within their communities of practice, whereby any pre-service teacher 
who did not fit within the dominant discourses of what it means to be a ‘PE teacher’ 
experienced some form of marginalization.  
One’s identity is not an abstract concept or isolated entity; instead, identity is 
informed by the social, emotional, and cultural contexts within which one is situated 
(Dowling, 2006). Issues of inequality in PE should not be considered as singular, and the 
ways in which gender, sexuality, socioeconomic status, ability, and other social factors, 





not be ignored (Rollock, 2012; Bowleg, 2008). As such, an intersectional approach to 
researching the identity of ethnic minority female PE teachers serves to recognize how 
“systems of privilege and oppression that result in multiple social inequalities intersect at 
the macro level to maintain disparities” (Bowleg, 2012, p. 1267). 
How race and ethnicity are socially constructed within specific educational 
communities may serve to mold and shape ethnic minority PE teacher-identities 
(Harrison & Belcher, 2006; Sirna et al., 2010). The development of a racialized identity 
as a PE teacher occurs, in part, via storytelling, which affords a way for individuals to 
validate their experiences while arriving at new and deeper understandings of the self, the 
environment, and how the two are intertwined (Gay, 2010; Garrett, 2006). Ethnic 
minority pre-service PE teachers’ multiple and fluid identities often reflect dominant 
discourses and stereotypes about race and ability, such as the idea that black bodies are 
naturally athletic (Harrison et al., 2004; Harrison, 2001).  
The ways in which racism and prejudice are embedded within school contexts 
impact ethnic minority teachers’ identity construction and embodiment (Flintoff, 2014). 
Whiteness is positioned as “normative, [and] everyone is ranked and categorized in 
relation to these points of opposition” (Ladson-Billings, 2001, p. 9). The “psychological 
wages of whiteness” operate in powerful ways within educational communities through 
the structure, norms, priorities, and practices, all of which function in informing a 
teacher’s identity (Douglas & Halas, 2013, p. 456). Many educators adopt a color-blind 
approach and disregard the historical exclusion and conspicuous absence of race and 





ethnic minority community members from recognition of their identity and lived 
experiences (Harrison & Belcher, 2006; Burden, 2011).  
Teacher-identities are not only shaped by racialized discourses. Notions of 
femininities and masculinities within a school culture also serve to regulate, shape, and 
impact a teacher’s identity construction and embodiment (Garrett, 2004). Flintoff et al. 
(2008) describe how “centralizing and exploring the differentiated and heterogeneous 
lived experiences of women highlights the complex and shifting, rather than stable and 
given, nature of identities” (p. 76). As Garrett (2004) writes, “physical education [can] 
become a crucial site for [females]…to develop a physical sense of themselves…and 
refuse traditional gender positioning” (p. 227). The physical nature of PE puts a distinct 
emphasis on the body, a topic that is critical in the socialization and development of a 
female identity. PE can become a space for women to nurture their understandings of 
their bodily capabilities as well their personal identities through resistance to the 
hegemonic discourses of masculinity that are frequently embedded within multi-activity, 
sport-based curricula (Azzarito et al., 2014). According to Azzarito et al., (2006), from a 
feminist poststructuralist perspective, women can become active participants in the 
creation and structure of their gendered identities through agency and repositioning in 
PE. Subverting the dominant paradigm within a culture of masculinity in PE allows 
women to acknowledge their physical potential, re-shape the meaning of a gendered 
identity, and embrace the multiplicities inherent within the embodiment of being a female 
PE teacher (Garrett, 2004).  
Gender roles are produced, reinforced, and prioritized within schools and in PE 





aggression are prioritized (Hickey & Fitzclarence, 1999). The acceptance of PE and sport 
as masculine endeavors cements the link between the existing structures of PE and the 
glorification of typically “masculine” traits.  For example, Gorely, Holroyd, and Kirk 
(2003) examined the enactment of specific masculinities within PE and found that their 
subjects’ articulations of muscularity, gender, and sexuality were centered on 
conventionally gendered notions of the relationships between one’s body shape, size, 
gender, and engagement in physical activity.  Participants held firm beliefs on the 
biological differences between males and females in PE, as “‘men are meant to be 
stronger and women shouldn’t be as muscled’” (Gorely et al., 2003, p. 432). The ways in 
which gender embodiment are enacted in PE have “raised questions about the ways in 
which teachers’ own identities are invested or involved in the social dynamics of the PE 
class” (Rich, 2004, p. 216). For example, Robin, a female pre-service teacher participant 
in Rich’s (2004) project, stated, “I wasn’t thinking about gender issues” (p. 229), and 
disregarded the notion that there was gender bias or inequality within her PE teaching 
experiences. By focusing on how teachers use their own experiences and identities to 
make sense of gendered negotiations, this generates new understandings of how these 
encounters might become embedded within emerging and evolving teacher-identities as 
well as how gender is performed and adopted in PE (Azzarito et al., 2014). 
The embodied identity of female PE teachers is often problematically linked to 
discourses of liberal individualism in which men and women have equal opportunities 
(Rich, 2004). The female PE teachers in Rich’s (2004) study refused to recognize wider 
systematic issues of gender oppression and inequality that are typically prevalent “within 





participants, stated “I still feel you’ve got to overcome this problem…so many girls just 
don’t want to exercise.” Another participant, Louise, said “I like to think that in my life, 
the people that I work with…treat me equally the same as a male counterpart.” Dowling’s 
(2006) exploration of female PETE faculty teaching experiences noted that the 
participants maintained a “gender-blind” approach to PE and lacked knowledge of or 
interest in ways of promoting gender equality in PE. One of the female participants 
stated, “Equality of opportunity and equity simply don’t interest [me]” in regards to 
issues of gender inequality in PE. It appeared that for these participants, issues of gender 
inequality went unrecognized, as their identities appeared to be constructed as 
“individualistic, isolated and private…and gender [was] not consciously experienced as 
significant” (Dowling, 2006, p. 260).  By ignoring gender inequality within PE, a field 
where masculinity is prioritized, these teacher-educators constructed their personal 
identities in a way that made them feel like equal members within their educational 
communities but failed to address social inequality at the structural or systemic levels.  
How teachers make sense of their gendered and racialized identities becomes a 
crucial piece of their embodiment as PE educators and deeply impacts their teaching 
experiences, particularly as minority members in both realms (Dowling, 2006; Dowling, 
2008; Flintoff, 2015). While there is very little research on the experiences of ethnic 
minority teachers’ embodied identities, a few studies have provided in-depth insights into 
the heterogeneous and varied experiences of ethnic minority students in predominantly 
white PETE programs, particularly as to how the teacher socialization process is 
impacted by both racialized and gendered processes (Flintoff, 2014; Flintoff, 2015). 





within PETE programs in relation to other social categories, such as gender and 
socioeconomic status, in an attempt to understand what students’ experiences can tell us 
about the limited and singular nature of PETE pedagogies, practices and structures. In 
another study, Flintoff (2014) examined the intersectionality of race and gender by 
listening to the personal narratives of ethnic minority female PETE students in an effort 
to illuminate the individual experience through broader social structures. The author 
concluded that “ethnic identity is best seen as a dynamic, embodied, and relational 
process, only meaningful when contextualized alongside gender, sexuality, class, and 
age” (p. 351). 
Identity is not a linear or unilateral notion; instead it reflects the meeting point of 
all the various social factors that contribute to one’s identity formation (Flintoff et al., 
2008). One social construct cannot be examined without recognizing the others that 
constitute an individual’s identity as all are inextricably linked together and located 
within the specific individual’s position (Rollock, 2007). The intersectionality of the 
embodied identities of ethnic minority female PE teachers who work in predominantly 
white contexts provides a starting point for understanding the ways in which race and 
gender enact lived experiences based on dominant discourses within specific educational 
communities. By linking individual experiences back to the workings of broader social 
structures and relations, we can begin to illuminate the ways in which embodiment 
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